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    CHAPTER 1 
 
    The line between journalism and felony is surprisingly thin. The thought wouldn’t leave me as I stared at the house we planned to burgle. 
 
    “Alright, Iron. I walked all the way around the outside. No lights on. No movement. No noise. And we’ve been out here for an hour. Nobody’s home. Let’s do this.” 
 
    My partner had returned after about 20 minutes of scouting. 
 
    Fat, luxuriant flakes of snow drifted from the sky. The clouded winter night offered no light of its own, but streetlamps glowed like warm campfires at regular intervals. The picture of winterized suburbia before me might easily have gone on a greeting card or a painting. 
 
    We wanted to be sure the upper-class McMansion into which we were about to gain illegal entry was truly empty. Therefore, my partner had gone to survey the entire block for any sign of life. Apparently, it was as vacant as we had hoped. I looked at him as he came back, wishing he had brought a different report. If only he had spotted someone inside, we wouldn’t have to go through with this. 
 
    I sat in the van, with its tinted windows and uncomfortable bench seats, shivering at the icy air from the open window, peering at the house across the street. The facts I knew might have given me comfort if I were more experienced at breaking and entering, but I wasn’t. 
 
    The woman of the house had left about 74 minutes ago, climbing into her Toyota Camry and motoring away. The lights had been off ever since. The couple’s children had gone away to college years before. The husband’s car was not there. 
 
    I asked, “Are you sure about this? It’s breaking and entering.” 
 
    Ev’s eyes had a wild look in them, as if he could barely muster the patience to answer my question. “I know it is. I get it; it’s a risk, but this is what you wanted, Sherman. This is what you told me you wanted when you got into this business: a huge story. It’s also the right thing to do. He’s got actual documentation in there; we’ve got the story of the decade. We’ll be busting a corrupt judge and helping get a drug dealer off the streets. And we might find out who killed Vicki. Any one of those is worth it on its own, but all of them at once? Let’s roll.” 
 
    The speaker was Everett Talbot, my fellow reporter at the Hunter Post. His shaggy mane of gray hair and his craggy, wrinkled face made him look like an ancient lion who’d lain too long in the Savannah sun. The scar on his cheek fit right in with the predatory cat comparison. 
 
    And the “Sherman” to whom he referred? That’s me, Sherman Iron. Like Ev, I was a reporter at the Post. Unlike Ev, my hair was blond and short around the sides. I had a long way to go before I picked up laugh lines and crow’s feet, let alone Ev’s collection of deep furrows. If he was the lion then I, as the ancient reporter terminology went, was the cub. 
 
    Fresh out of journalism school, I had taken a night shift job at the Hunter Post, the daily newspaper in my state’s second-largest city. It wasn’t long at all before the town’s “big time” writer had taken me under his wing and started showing me how to do the job. 
 
    Ev popped open the passenger-side door of the van and held it for me, waiting for me to get out. 
 
    “Come on, Iron! Man up. Let’s do this.” 
 
    He was only somewhat right. This wasn’t what I had wanted when I became a reporter, not really, but if we were right about Judge Whalen, it might at least be close. It might be that giant headline that launches a career. Or it might ruin everything. With a sigh and a silent farewell to my once promising career, I followed my sometime mentor into the black hours of the winter night, questioning his sanity the whole way. Mine, too. 
 
    There was only one reason I had agreed to this mad enterprise. And Everett had mentioned her name only moments ago. 
 
    All kinds of feelings come along as a package deal when a relationship never quite takes off. Guilt, self-doubt, anger, frustration and more, all show up right alongside the knowledge that two individuals are always going to be just two individuals, never something more. 
 
    But when she gets murdered before you can tell her? Yeah. Guilt. 
 
    A week ago, there’d been a gang-related drive-by shooting at Hunter High where she taught. A rival drug dealer had been killed. Sadly, in the hail of bullets sprayed from a passing Escalade, so had Vicki Talbot. 
 
    She had been beautiful. She had been smart and funny. And she had been on exactly two dates with me before she died. But she seemed to like me, and… 
 
    And yeah. Her last name. Talbot. Vicki’s death explained not only my motivation, but Ev’s. 
 
    Everett had led the kind of career that opened his mind to crazy schemes like this one. He once covered the Middle East, doing some time as a war correspondent in both Iraq and Afghanistan. He had reported on human trafficking by Mexican drug cartels.  However, his life had taken a turn for the worse when he’d followed the cartel pipeline to Las Vegas, Nevada. 
 
    He had been deep in a story about the violent gangs of Sin City and their flow of meth from Mexico. He had been about to expose the corruption on the border that let the stuff into the country. 
 
    That’s when about five low-level enforcers for the cartel had caught him at home. 
 
    When I looked at his craggy face and white hair, it was hard to picture him holding a gun on a group of drug dealers, but he had. For precious moments, he had the drop on them. The presence of his handgun aimed in their direction had kept the thugs from doing to him what they had come to do. 
 
    Then things had gone bad. 
 
    None of the news coverage — I read it all when I was in J school — was ever able to firmly establish who had shot first, but all the accounts had one fact for sure. 
 
    Ev had shot one of them. The ensuing melee was where he had gotten the scar on his right cheek. 
 
    The trial had been a messy one. The jury had eventually agreed with his lawyers’ argument that it had been self-defense. Even so, the Review Journal had dropped him. No one else would hire him. Eventually, he came back home to Hunter where, scandal or not, our corporate overlords at the Hunter Post had been overjoyed to be able to run bylines from the legendary foreign correspondent Ev Talbot while paying him little more than a kid fresh out of J school. 
 
    Thus, when Ev had said, “If the proof is in his house, let’s break in and get it,” it had sounded a bit more believable coming from him than it would have from me. Try though I might to cultivate the hardboiled image I thought a crime reporter should have, I could never have said, “Let’s break in” with the same authority as Everett Talbot. 
 
    I had wanted to dress in all black, since we were committing our erstwhile crime in the black of night, but Ev had said wearing black was actually not that good for nighttime concealment. He had proposed a different plan. 
 
    He’d ordered a magnet car door sign from a printing company that said, “Mitchell Plumbing.” We both wore coveralls with the same logo on them, work gloves, and bulky tool belts with wrenches and pliers hanging from them. Ev had bought us both a pair of cheap WalMart work boots to complete the disguise. A foreign world to me, but Ev had made a good point:  
 
    When the toilet backs up, people don’t wait for business hours to call a plumber. 
 
    Consequently, dressed like we were prepared to wade through a flooding bathroom, the two of us strolled calmly across the street, old snow crunching under our boots, right up to Judge Harris Whalen’s front door. 
 
    Or, at least, Ev strolled calmly. My head twitched back and forth like a smell hound on the trail of twenty different deer. I felt like eyes must be watching us from every direction on the street. I kept thinking that, if only I could look quickly enough, I might catch the neighbor’s curtain pulled slightly back and eyes peeping out from within. 
 
    No such luck. Or rather, all the luck. No one looking seemed by far the luckier outcome, and I never saw a single eye on us. That didn’t keep the sweat from popping out of my forehead, or my heart from trying to climb into my throat, but it did keep us from getting arrested. 
 
    For now. 
 
    Last week, while we were covering the arraignment for the drive-by, Ev had taken a wild, insane chance. “Friend of mine told me Judge Whalen uses his birthday for all his pin numbers,” Ev had explained. 
 
    On that tip, we had left the courthouse and went to the parking garage. The Judge had one of those old-fashioned keyless doors with a numeric keypad to use in case the key fob failed. We had tried putting the Judge’s birthday into that, and it had worked. 
 
    Based on that, we gambled that Judge Whalen, 68, was the kind of man who used the same password for every website and the same pin for every device. 
 
    So as we “calmly” walked up to his front door, we were betting that his birthday would open the smart lock, and we’d be able to stroll in just like any plumbers called in for a midnight sewage emergency. 
 
    “This is an awful big gamble, Ev,” I whispered. 
 
    Instead of replying, the older reporter simply knocked on the door. His hair was even more unkempt than usual, and strands of it blew in the wind as he drummed on the heavy oak entryway. To my ears, each rap of his knuckles sounded like claps of thunder. 
 
    “Are you crazy? What if someone hears?” 
 
    “Then we just made ourselves look more legitimate. It’s good if someone hears that we knocked.” 
 
    “But what if someone answers the knock?” 
 
    “Even better. Then we definitely don’t want to break in. I’ll be glad to find out they’re home while we’re still on the law-abiding side of the door.” 
 
    Ev’s manner was better described as “intense” than calm. He was wound up tight but focused entirely on the goal. I, on the other hand, was on the edge of panic and couldn’t focus on one thing at all. 
 
    But, after a minute, no one had answered. From within the darkened house, a cloud of silence billowed out, stifling my breath. 
 
    Ev reached for the smart lock’s keypad. 
 
    “We can still back out,” I whispered, with more than a little hope in my voice. 
 
    Instead of replying, he tapped in the Judge’s birthday: 090952. 
 
    An electronic click, a heavy series of sliding and thunking noises, and the door was open. Ev turned the handle. Two steps for him, two steps for me, and we were criminals. 
 
    I stood inside Judge Whalen’s house, knowing that simply drawing breath there could put me in his courtroom. 
 
    “This is insane,” I hissed. The fact of having committed a felony clouded out all the rest of my mind. I couldn’t think about anything else except being led away in handcuffs. 
 
    “So is staying here any longer than we have to,” the older man replied. “Come on, Sherm! Let’s finish this.” 
 
    “Seriously, Ev! I’m not sure I can go through with it. We’re breaking and entering.” 
 
    “Iron, Ram Castro ordered the drive-by that killed Vicki, and this guy right here, whose house we’re in, let him off the hook. We both know that. And we both know he was bribed. Castro is going to keep selling meth as long as no one stops him. And you know as long as Judge Harris Whalen is trying all the drug cases in this district, no one is going to stop him. 
 
    “But we can, Iron. You and me. We can prove the Judge is rotten; put it in the headlines. When that happens, Castro will get convicted.” 
 
    We’d been through all that in the newsroom, back when we were still law-abiding citizens. The logic had made perfect sense. The cops wouldn’t gamble on accusing a judge unless they had rock-solid evidence because if they ticked him off, it could mess up every single prosecution they had moving through the system. We had a source who said that very rock-solid evidence could be found in the judge’s home. 
 
    We had a plan to get it. 
 
    It’s just that now, as the plan reached the stage that we had always known was the most dangerous, Ev Talbot kept a more even keel about it than me. 
 
    Reluctantly, I followed him into the house. 
 
    “You take the master bedroom on the second floor. I’ll start in one of the kids’ rooms. Don’t trash the place like in the movies but do look for hiding places.” 
 
    I followed him up the stairs, and over his shoulder my mentor reminded me, “Don’t just skim, Iron. Don’t rush it. If we do a half-assed job, we’re risking our careers and our freedom for nothing. Search hard.” 
 
    I walked into the Judge’s master bedroom and just stood there staring for a moment. What was I supposed to do? Search thoroughly but don’t trash the place? The two were not compatible. 
 
    A king-sized bed dominated the center of the room, with a plaid comforter laid over it. Bedside tables held lamps, a box of tissues, and a couple paperback novels. It was easy to tell that the left side was the wife’s based on those books. A few paintings hung on the walls. I didn’t recognize any of the artists. One-by-one I eased them away from the wall to check for hidden safes behind them or whatever a hiding place might look like. I found a briefcase in the closet. I put the same birthday into the combination lock, and it opened. 
 
    Official birth certificates. Car titles. A passport. Other important documents that one wouldn’t want to lose, but nothing that looked like evidence of accepting bribes. 
 
    Behind the bed’s headboard. Behind the medicine cabinet in the bathroom. In the toilet tank. Nothing. 
 
    I emerged from the master. Everett had already started on the Judge’s second kid’s bedroom. Both the children were long-since gone to college, but Ev searched their rooms anyway. With him taking care of that, I went down the stairs and applied the same techniques to the living room. I shifted furniture to look under it, then carefully shifted it back. I checked behind framed artwork and behind the TV.  
 
    I found the judge’s laptop. Given our success with the door, I knew the pin. I typed it in and, for the first time in the night, felt like maybe this harebrained scheme wasn’t wasted. 
 
    His email was open. The Inbox held nothing but spam, most of it travel-related, but the Sent folder… 
 
    I had to take my gloves off to work the trackpad. Seems stupid in retrospect, but to have his laptop open and not check it seemed more stupid still. 
 
    I opened that and hit paydirt on the first item. The words glowed on the screen. 
 
    “No. It’s not enough. Nothing is enough. Too many people are asking questions.” 
 
    The Yahoo address it had been sent to didn’t mean anything to me, but I still made a mental note of it. I was about to jot it down when I suddenly had to use all my brainpower to keep from wetting my pants. 
 
    A car engine started about three houses down the block. I froze, so completely motionless my muscles hurt from the effort. I stayed there until the sound of a running car got too far away to hear and didn’t move again until Ev came down the stairs and started on the kitchen. My heart rate came down to a more rational level, and it once again became possible for me to see anything other than myself being arrested. 
 
    “Come take a look at this, Ev.” 
 
    He came back out of the kitchen to peer over my shoulder at the laptop screen and immediately dropped the F-bomb. 
 
    “Right?” I whispered. “This is it, Ev. The evidence we wanted. Can we leave now?” 
 
    He swallowed a couple times before he could talk. “It’s not enough, Iron.” 
 
    “What? Are you crazy? Look at it, Ev! He’s admitting to--” 
 
    “No, he’s not. He’s not admitting to anything. He just says it’s not enough and that people are asking questions. For all we know, that could be about his re-election campaign.” 
 
    “But…” 
 
    “No buts, Iron. Let’s finish this.” 
 
    “Ev, we found this email, and we’ve been in here for 20 minutes! We need to go.” 
 
    “No, Iron. It’s safer to finish than to quit now. If real proof is here, we have to find it. Toughen up and come on. Let’s go check the basement together.”  
 
    Ev went to the entrance to the basement and held the door open, allowing me the dubious honor of going first. 
 
    The judge and his wife lived in a modest two-story home with a door in the kitchen leading down to the basement. As soon as we opened the door and started down the steps, I knew it wasn’t a place they used. The bare wood, uncarpeted staircase signaled an unfinished basement. Once at the bottom, I heard the distinctive sound of my rubber-soled boots on bare concrete. 
 
    I couldn’t find a light switch. 
 
    I stumbled into the dark room, feeling along the wall for a switch. Some light came down from the kitchen, but it wasn’t enough, and I experienced that unique kind of straining against nothing that one gets when trying to see in the dark. My hands kept slapping the wall, looking for a way to turn the lights on. 
 
    It wasn’t my hands that found something. It was my feet. 
 
    My boot kicked something hard, heavy, and metallic. With a scraping sound, it skidded across the concrete floor. Following the sound, I tiptoed carefully up to it, not wanting to kick it away again, and when my toe barely touched it, I bent over to see if I could identify it. 
 
    Hard, pebbled grip. Smooth steel. And a warm barrel. 
 
    I had found a gun. And one that had recently been fired. 
 
    The moment I realized what it was, I let slip an embarrassingly high-pitched squeal. I almost dropped it until, at the last minute, my brain warned me that if it had recently been fired, the safety might be off and dropping it might make it go off. 
 
    The barrel of the pistol seemed too long and oddly shaped. I thought nothing of it at the time. Montanans know guns. I, in particular, used to be a competitive target shooter, but that’s all about rifles, not handguns. The significance of the barrel didn’t mean anything to me right away. 
 
    “Shut up!” Ev hissed from behind me, responding to my childlike scream. Then, more softly, after he had a second to compose himself, he said, “The neighbors will call the cops for sure if they hear screaming in here. What’s wrong?” 
 
    At that moment, he found the light switch. The bare bulbs in the ceiling blinded me temporarily, and I squeezed my eyes shut to protect them. Gradually, as I eased them open, I took in the basement. It looked exactly like I expected it to look. The walls hadn’t even been sheet rocked; we could see the two-by-four framing. The floor was pure cement. When I had seen those raw wood steps coming down here, I had known it was going to be exactly like this. 
 
    Except, of course, for the gun on the floor. 
 
    And except for the dead body. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 2 
 
    Red and black plaid flannel pajamas covered the Judge’s substantial girth. His brown beard, shot through with streaks of gray, encircled a mouth locked into an expression of terror. A black and wine-crimson hole turned his forehead right above his nose into a portrait of horror. Fortunately, the back of his head rested in a pool of blood on the concrete, so we didn’t have to see the horrifying disaster that would be. With an entrance wound on the front of his head, the exit wound was going to be on the back, and they were always larger and messier. 
 
    The judge’s body lay a few feet away from the unfinished wall. Above it, a top-hinged window led outside. The pool of blood spread almost to the exposed wooden framing. 
 
    An expletive dropped out of Ev’s lips like a cigarette flopping loose when someone talked. We both stood and stared, unable to draw our eyes away from the judge’s corpse, no matter how awful. 
 
    The only incentive sufficient to get us to look away was a briefcase full of money by the corpse. It sat angled between the cement floor and the judge’s leg. Stacks of green bills, still wrapped with the bank labels for hundreds, packed the tan interior of the brown leather classic briefcase. A few stacks lay around the floor, scattered like autumn leaves. It looked like he had dropped it, and it had popped open with the impact to the floor. Behind the judge was a heavy, tall floor safe. He had obviously been bringing the briefcase down here. 
 
    “That’s our evidence,” I finally managed to get out, the words faint on the last of my breath. 
 
    “It gets worse,” Ev said. “That pistol in your hand? It’s a 45 caliber Sig. It’s the standard issue sidearm of the Hunter Police.” 
 
    At the moment I had picked up the gun, Ev had turned on the lights, and we had found the body, so I had been distracted. Now, for the first time, I looked at the gun. It was, as Everett had pointed out, a Sig Sauer p220, one of the most common weapons purchased by law enforcement and other government agencies. 
 
    What was uncommon was the fat steel cylinder attached to the front. Now I understood why the barrel felt weird to me. The gun was equipped with a sound suppressor, more commonly known as a silencer. 
 
    Ev’s ability to identify the manufacturer so quickly surprised me, though maybe it shouldn’t have. On one hand, I knew about his run in with the gang members in Vegas. On the other hand, last fall when we’d gone hunting together, he had shown roughly zero knowledge of his rifle. Different guns for different purposes, I supposed. Ev had led a life that had taught him about handguns. I had led a life that had taught me about rifles.  
 
    I held the weapon by its grip, looking at the engraved text on the left side of the frame, but it was just caliber and maker, nothing more useful. 
 
    It’s hard to guestimate these things under any circumstances, let alone standing half a room away, but I was holding a sound-suppressed Sig .45, and the hole in the judge’s forehead looked like, if I held a tape measure to it, it was probably going to be about .45 inches wide. 
 
    That’s when we heard the front door slam open. 
 
    “Police! Nobody move!” 
 
    “Clear!” 
 
    The shouts came from above us, on the main floor. The thuds of booted feet echoed from the unfinished ceiling and off the cement floor. 
 
    I looked at my older coworker. He looked at me. 
 
    “We’re dead!” I whispered to Ev. 
 
    He pointed at a basement window on the top half of the wall that led into the back yard. “Quick Sherman! Let’s get out of here!” 
 
    “No! Ev are you crazy? We can explain this. We’ll just tell them--” 
 
    “Iron! We’re in the room with a freshly dead body and a suitcase full of cash. Your fingerprints are all over the murder weapon. And that weapon tells me there might be a corrupt cop in all of this.” 
 
    Feeling like an idiot about the gloves and the trackpad, I said, “But--” 
 
    “No buts, Iron,” he whispered, running over to the window. The lever on it was already undone, so Ev simply threw it open. “Someone’s been bribing a judge to let meth dealers go. Now that judge is dead, and we both have a personal reason to want to see him that way. The only way we find out who killed Vicki is if we’re not in prison. And the only way not to be in prison is to get out this window!” 
 
    I tucked the pistol through my toolbelt, then I ran over to the window Everett held open, grabbed the lip, pulled. It was too high above the floor.  
 
    “I can’t get up, Ev! I can’t get a solid enough grip for a pullup.” 
 
    Upstairs, we heard the cops in the kitchen shouting, “Clear!” again. Their footfalls pounded the ceiling above us like drums of war. 
 
    Ev dove down to his hands and knees. 
 
    “Climb on my back!” 
 
    “No! Everett, if we’re going to run from a crime scene, we do it together!” 
 
    “There’s no way for both of us to get out in time. Get on my back and get out of here, Iron! Find out who killed Vicki! Find the proof that Castro was bribing Whalen. Do it! Do it now!” 
 
    His voice was so urgent, it was hard to disobey. I put the weight of my foot onto my friend’s back as gingerly as I could and, from there, I could get a good enough grip on the basement windowsill to pull myself up. I wriggled through the hole into the freezing night air outside. The window fell mostly shut as soon as I was through. 
 
    Behind me, I heard the cops shouting at Everett to put his hands behind his head and get face down on the floor. 
 
    Stay or go? I felt ripped right in half. I was scared out of my mind, and my entire consciousness was swimming in fight or flight reflex, with a heavy emphasis on flight. 
 
    But…run away, just hoping the other guy got through it all right? Too familiar. Too much deja vu. I felt nine-years-old again. 
 
    Ev wanted me to run. He had stayed behind deliberately so I could get away. He had told me as much: “Find out who killed Vicki!” 
 
    In the end, that thought combined with the fight or flight reflex and made me run. I scampered across the judge’s back yard, slipped out the gate, and sprinted down the alleyway. I wasn’t stupid enough to go back to our rented van. The cops had come in through the front door, which meant they’d be parked right beside it.  
 
    Instead, I ran in the opposite direction. At first, fear drove me to a mad dash. Gradually, exhaustion and my better senses slowed me to a jog. The heat of terror and exertion gave way to the cooling process of perspiration, until I remembered a fact I hadn’t thought much of since before we had broken into the house. 
 
    It was winter in Montana. 
 
    Temperatures that January night were a comparatively mild 20 degrees Fahrenheit. Not exactly hot, but a long long way from as cold as they could be. The deeper into the season we got, the greater the likelihood that we’d see 30 below. Next to that, the current weather seemed positively balmy, but you still wouldn’t want to spend the night outside in it. 
 
    I ran in the streets where the snow was already muddled by passing cars, so I wouldn’t leave tracks quite as bad. I found an alley, several blocks from the judge’s house, where I could wedge between two plastic dumpsters and pulled my knees up to my chest. It wasn’t warm, not even a little bit, but it kept me out of the wind and gave me a moment to think.  
 
    I needed a plan or, before long, I’d be in a prison cell right alongside Ev.  
 
    *** 
 
    Vicki Talbot had been Everett’s daughter. When I met her, she’d been wearing a black party dress showing acres of leg and the kind of cleavage it was hard to take your eyes away from. Her red hair had looked like a feisty, fiery variety of halo, and her freckles had given her a kind of down-home innocence belied by her legs and her dress. The Museum of Old West History’s marketing department had invited Everett to their formal fundraising reception, in hopes of getting some ink in the Post for the exhibit sponsors. He, in turn, had invited both of us to this one so we could get to know each other. 
 
    I guess he saw in me the kind of guy who wasn’t just after one thing. I don’t know. Regardless, he had wanted me to date his daughter. It had seemed a bit weird to me, but after we had gotten to know each other, Vicki told me he had seemed weirder and weirder lately. Anyway, all my doubts went away the moment I took one look at her. 
 
    For our second date after that party, we had had a nice dinner. We had gone to a play at the community theater afterward and had a drink and chatted a little during the intermission. It might have worked, I supposed, but I hadn’t been sure when I came home. For one thing, we didn’t like many of the same things. We’d had a hard time finding stuff to talk about during that intermission.  
 
    Viki and I had never quite clicked because I missed being able to talk about the challenges of my job with someone who understood them. I missed having a girlfriend who got the biz as well as I did. I missed competition to see which of us could file the more popular version of a story. 
 
    I missed, in short, the girl I’d been dating before Vicki.  
 
    I had been in the process of admitting that to myself when Vicki had died. 
 
    Vicki Talbot had taught high school computer science. When she had told me that, I thought she must be insanely distracting to her male students because she was barely five years older than them and explosively good looking. When she wasn’t teaching kids to code or teaching her AKC-registered dog to literally jump through hoops, she had liked to hit 3A, the town’s biggest nightclub, and dance the night away. 
 
    But she had been killed in a drive-by shooting at the school two days after our last date. 
 
    I may not have been emotionally invested in the relationship, but the drive-by shooting had made Vicki a woman harmed by drugs. Her death had awakened everything buried in the silt at the bottom of my psyche. All the garbage I had spent my life trying to forget and avenge at the same time had come boiling back into my frontal lobes. 
 
    I had torn into the story like a bear on honey. I had hounded the County Attorney for tips. I had pestered the Hunter Police Department to know what they were learning. I had covered, for that brief, shining moment, the drug trade in my town the way I wished someone had covered my own life, once upon a time. 
 
    The following facts came out, between the trial and my own investigative journalism in the aftermath: 
 
    Some kids had been selling drugs at the school. More than one kid, the world learned after the shooting.  
 
    The Hunter Police Department had been all too aware that our once quiet town had increasingly played host to a thriving trade in synthetic amphetamines, or meth. The dealers fashioned themselves as the local branch of the Sureste Cartel, a famously violent criminal enterprise whose pipeline ran through Nevada up to Salt Lake City and branched out from there to the rest of North America. One of the kids selling drugs at Hunter High worked with this group. 
 
    The other was ordering marijuana off the dark web and selling it without the approval of the drug dealer powers that be. 
 
    The Sureste dealer’s profits took a hit from that competition — a big hit. Their problem needed to stop and stop fast. I suppose you or I might just ask the upstart to stop or try to drive the competition out of business with a price cut, but that doesn’t seem to be de rigueur in the world of drug dealers. 
 
    An execution had been ordered. 
 
    The now-infamous black Cadillac Escalade had cruised slowly past Hunter High just as the Cougars were racing out the front door at 3:00 to head for their cars in the student parking lot. They had gotten the kid who was reselling dark web weed. Unfortunately, they also had gotten three bystanders, one of whom was a smoking hot redhead who only wanted to talk about labradoodles and electronic dance music. Vicki Talbot had died so the meth dealers in Hunter, Montana, could keep on making the same or even greater levels of profit. 
 
    And Ram Castro, the man everyone suspected of being in charge of the local Sureste cartel, had been released with no bail from Judge Harris Whalen’s courtroom. 
 
    That was the information in the public domain. And there the profit-centric, risk-averse corporation that owned the Hunter Post was content to leave it. Castro owned the most popular nightclub in town and bought a ton of advertising on HunterMontanaPost.com 
 
    But Ev Talbot’s life had been a little too close to the edge to be satisfied with the official record.  
 
    His frustration with our editor had boiled over after Vicki was killed. “She and I weren’t always on perfect terms,” he had told me. “Actually, not even on OK terms. But I’m tired of this paper sweeping drug stories under the rug. Not this time. This time, we’re going to put all their names and pictures all over the web for people to see.” 
 
    He had wanted justice. He’d been almost over-the-top about it. He had persuaded me to help. 
 
     And now I sat in an alley shivering between two dumpsters, one of which, my nose informed me, was stuffed to the brim with dirty diapers. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 3 
 
    Around me, sirens continued to wail for quite some time. I imagined small-town police hauling my friend to the county jail, canvassing the area looking for me, knocking on every door in the neighborhood. I even heard a squad car roll by slowly at the mouth of the alley. They shined a light in my direction, but I was hidden between the dumpsters. 
 
    I was a fugitive from justice.  
 
    I was. 
 
    Me. 
 
    Sherman Iron, Sherm to my friends. Bookish, quiet. Sit in the back of the room at the school board meeting and transcribe what they said. Hit publish on the Hunter Post’s CMS software, wait for it to get past my editor, and then re-read my own story ten times online, still happy to see my byline in print. Go home. Binge some Netflix. Go to sleep. 
 
    That Sherman Iron. 
 
    Suspected of murder, hiding from police behind a literally crappy dumpster.  
 
    Ev’s crazy idea had ruined my life, just like I thought it would. 
 
    I had liked Vicki, my memory of her would always be a collection of might-have-beens, but was she worth going to prison for? 
 
    I hated how that sounded. She had been murdered. A good man should want justice, and I was willing to work for it — from within the system! I was a reporter. Digging into stories, finding the truth, putting it on the front page (the website mostly now, but still): this was what I did. Left to my own devices, I would have pursued the truth about Vicki’s murder, but I would have done it with a phone and a keyboard. Not with a — how had I forgotten I had it? — silenced pistol stuffed in my belt. 
 
    Now, I was hiding between dumpsters, trying to make up my mind whether to keep doing this or turn myself in. 
 
    I squirmed until I could ease the pistol out of my tool belt safely, with at least an inch of clearance between my belt and the trigger, and another inch between the trigger and the coveralls. Carrying a bare handgun in my belt was a great way to injure a portion of my anatomy on which I placed a relatively high value, so extreme caution in getting it out of there was much more than justified. 
 
    I stared at the angular, dark black shape. I couldn’t see much of it in the night. I could no longer read the Sig Sauer imprint in the steel above the trigger. It was no longer warm, the heat of the last moments of Judge Whalen’s life having dissipated. It had not the slightest commonality with the wooden, straight-pull action .22s I used to use in my biathlete days. 
 
    This weapon had killed a judge. The boys in blue were not going to be gentle with whoever they caught holding it. 
 
    But the man who came looking for me didn’t announce himself with a siren. 
 
    I heard footsteps at the mouth of the alley. I peeked out to look, then pulled my head back. He wore a cheap windbreaker and a ballcap with the brim down low. It wasn’t much protection against the freezing air around us but, then again, neither were coveralls with a fake “Mitchell Plumbing” tag sewn onto the breast. In fact, I had just been thinking I needed to do something about my situation before hypothermia set in when I heard this person making his way down the alley. 
 
    I heard the sound of dumpsters being moved. I heard footsteps. I heard a curse, the sound of another dumpster being moved, and some grumbling about the stench. 
 
    Slowly, slowly, achingly slowly, I eased my head out from behind my own dumpster to take another look. The man in question — windbreaker, ball cap and all — was looking behind a garbage can. 
 
    As he did, he held a pistol at the ready, aimed square at the hidey hole he was exposing. 
 
    A man with a gun searching hiding places in an alley definitely didn’t seem healthy for me. Especially since he wasn’t wearing a uniform. Besides, a cop would have brought a partner. And if Everett was right, I might not be able to trust the police, either. 
 
    I held perfectly still. I tried to stop breathing as well. The gun I had taken from the crime scene was still in my hand, resting in my lap. I sat frozen, praying the searcher would give up and turn around before he found me. 
 
    I heard another dumpster grinding out of place in the rocky alley. I heard more footsteps. 
 
    Those sirens I was so afraid of earlier? I would have gotten down on my knees and kissed the filthy alley dirt right then for the chance to hear one again. No such luck. 
 
    More footsteps. He was right next to one of the two dumpsters I was hiding between.  
 
    In my mind, I tried to get ready for the fact that this was happening. We were about to come face-to-face. A man with a gun, who sure acted like he had hostile intent, was about to be standing less than a foot in front of me, staring right down at me. 
 
    I thought about springing up to run away, but how far could I get before he shot me in the back? I thought about trying to talk my way out of the confrontation that was about to happen, but I didn’t know how to begin. I barely even knew what I was mixed up in. Drug dealers, a bribed judge, maybe corrupt cops… 
 
    And there he was, standing in front of me. 
 
    There was barely any light, but he was close enough now that I could see his unshaven face under the ballcap, no matter how low the brim.  
 
    “Got ’im,” he said, and only then did I notice he was wearing a Bluetooth headset.  
 
    His gun came up. It looked ridiculously big for a handgun, like a hand-held bazooka. The barrel looked like the yawning mouth of a dragon, ready to spit fire. But that was just my fear talking. I wondered why I wasn’t peeing my pants right at that very moment. Other reflex reactions were exactly as you’d expect: racing heart, sweaty palms, shortness of breath… so why not losing control of my-- 
 
    The gun went off. 
 
    Mine. 
 
    My gun went off. 
 
    The noise was nothing like I would have expected. This is Montana — guns are as common as cars here, and I had heard many hunting rifles in my life — so I would have expected my ears to be in physical pain when I discharged a firearm without ear protection. However, this sounded almost like a wire brush on steel. Still loud, but the sound of the slug burying itself in my assailant’s chest was louder. Only as my finger loosened on the trigger did I remember the sound suppressor. 
 
    The unshaven man in the windbreaker and cap cried out in pain and staggered. He dropped his gun and clutched his chest. He swore, and then he fell to the ground. 
 
    Dead. 
 
    I don’t know how long I sat there. Seconds? Maybe a minute? Gradually, my focus came back, and I realized that the dying man’s cry might have been loud enough to bring the police. 
 
    The man was dead. I had killed a man. With a gun that had just been used to kill another man. 
 
    I leaned over — sadly in the direction of the baby diaper dumpster — and threw up. I kept throwing up for longer than I thought possible. Then I got the shakes. I don’t know for how long. I just sat there shivering so hard it hurt, my body reacting to what had happened. 
 
    When I finally regained control of my muscles, I lumbered to my feet, joints aching from sitting still so long in the cold and put the pistol back in my disguise-plumber’s-toolbelt. I lurched down the alley, gradually picking up steam until my knees consented to run again. 
 
    I ran as fast and as hard as I could. 
 
    Having just shot a man — intentional or not, self-defense or not — I was even more afraid of being caught than I had been before, so I wanted to be as out-of-sight as possible. 
 
    That meant staying out of the light. Streetlamps made that almost impossible.  
 
    Thankfully, almost immediately after I left my alley hiding place, I came to an avenue where all the streetlights were off. 
 
    All the bulbs couldn’t have burned out at once, could they? Must have been one bad circuit for the whole block. I didn’t think about it much deeper than that. I just turned that way immediately and breathed a sigh of relief, grateful to be out of the light. 
 
    After I had put many blocks between me and the scene of my crime — the thought of it sent another fit of anxiety shivering through me — I started considering my situation. Never mind all that stuff about murder and breaking and entering, about being wanted by the police and my friend in jail. Never mind all that. 
 
    I was freezing. 
 
    You don’t just hang around outside between October and March in Montana with no consequences, especially when you’re just wearing work coveralls but not any kind of long underwear or decent base layer. Long-time existence in sub-freezing weather calls for specialized gear, and I had none of it. Jogging took some of the edge off the cold but not all of it. Not by a long shot. And in the end, it was counterproductive; Exercise makes you sweat, sweat cools you off, and you finish colder than you were before you ran. 
 
    I could feel the proof of it firsthand. I needed to get inside and get some better clothes. 
 
    But where to get them? My own place was out of the question. If the cops didn't have my name already, they soon would. With it would come my address, phone number, and every detail of how to track me down. So no, going to that very same home address to change clothes didn't seem smart. 
 
    The cops either had my name already or would soon. That meant if I tried to go to the Post’s office, to my home, or to my car, they’d be waiting for me. It also meant my name would probably be on the morning TV news, so any friend I might have asked for help was going to be asking a lot of serious questions in a couple hours. 
 
    However, as I thought of my own apartment, an idea came to me. 
 
    The complex I lived in didn’t have washer and dryer hookups, but it did have an on-site laundry facility for all the residents to share. It was just like a laundromat, including the coin operated machines, but only for people who lived in the same apartments as I did, and it was pretty common for residents to leave their laundry in the dryers overnight. 
 
    I couldn’t go to my own, the complex was likely to be swarming with police, but might some other apartment complex have the same thing? 
 
    I pulled up the Maps app on my phone. The glow of the screen was painfully bright since I was still following the path of streets where all the lights were out. I searched for apartments nearby with laundry facilities. A couple hits came right up, and one was only a few blocks from the course on which I’d already been running. I looked down the street in that direction. Still no functional streetlights. 
 
    I kept trotting down the black post-midnight streets, thanking God for the clouds that covered the moon, giving me a way to stay hidden all the way to my destination. I vaulted over the apartment complex’s small gate, trotted on past the first building, and spotted the laundry facility the phone had shown me. I jogged over to it. 
 
    Unlocked! Yes! 
 
    I went in, savoring the sweet warmth of the building, stumbling until I found a row of cheap plastic chairs on which to sit down and think. I didn’t want to attract attention by turning on the lights. It was — I checked my phone — 2:00 in the morning now. 
 
    I set an alarm to wake me up at 4:00 — long before any residents with any sense would be trying to do their laundry — and laid down on the floor in hopes of catching a bit of sleep. 
 
    No such luck. 
 
    My mind turned over and over the events of the past few hours, always coming back to the man I had — it seemed almost accidentally — shot in the chest. 
 
    I had killed a man. 
 
    I never planned on it. I don’t think I even consciously willed it. I was just holding the gun in my lap, and he stared at me, lifted his pistol, and…it happened. It happened. The gun went off. I didn’t remember any decision point. I never thought anything like, “I’m going to kill him before he kills me.” The gun just went off. 
 
    He had, unquestionably, intended to kill me. If his previous behavior in the alley hadn’t made that clear, saying “Got him” into the phone and then aiming his own pistol at me had made it abundantly clear. 
 
    Legally speaking, I knew that even if he hadn’t actually intended to kill me, once he pointed his gun at me, I was more than justified in using force for self-defense. However, all that legal jargon applied to men who were not suspected of a second murder earlier in the night. Unfortunately, I no longer belonged to that group. Thus, my valid self-defense claim for the man in the alley didn’t set my mind much at ease.  
 
    How had I gotten here? How had I, a classic Clark Kent of a mild-mannered reporter, reached the point in life where I had fled a crime scene, had killed a man half-accidentally and half in self-defense, and now was hiding out on a laundromat floor hoping the police didn’t find me? I couldn’t really wrap my head around it. 
 
    Some punk high school kid had figured out he could buy his drugs cheaper on the dark web and even make a profit reselling them. The resulting drive-by shooting motivated by territorial conflicts between drug dealers had resulted in the death of Ev’s daughter, Vicki Talbot. 
 
    And every citizen of Hunter, Montana had one man at the top of their suspect list. 
 
    His name was Ramsey Castro, but if you didn’t want to get on his bad side you never called him Ramsey. And no one wanted to be on his bad side. It was Mr. Castro or, for those he allowed to use his first name, Ram. 
 
    Ram Castro. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 4 
 
    Castro owned 3A, the trendiest nightclub in Hunter. It was treated as an accepted fact that he also owned the Sureste cartel’s distribution network, but no one had ever taken that any farther than rumor. 
 
    Until the drive-by. 
 
    With school kids and their teacher dead, it had taken our brand-new County Attorney less than 10 hours to work up her courage. She had aimed like an arrow straight for the top of the chain. She had gotten one of the other District Court Judges, not Whalen, to sign the warrant. The Hunter Police Department Tactical Unit had deployed in force to 3A. As it turned out, they hadn’t needed the Tac Unit at all. He had come quite peacefully, which shocked everyone who had heard any of the rumors about Castro. However, even if there had been no violence in the arrest, there had been an unspoken promise of it. One of the officers on the Tac Unit had told me Castro had stared at him like he was planning which section of skin to slice off first. The cops who had put the bracelets on him had done it very gently. 
 
    And once they had Ram Castro in the county jail, things had gone straight downhill. 
 
    It had started with the booking process. He had been allowed to keep his street clothes. There had been no full body cavity search. There had been no health screening. None of those were considerations any other criminal would have been given. Ev and I, alerted by the police scanner, had stood in the public waiting area trading glances back and forth. 
 
    Then he had gone into the holding tank. 
 
    The city of Hunter and the surrounding county, named the same, have a unified government, which means that the Hunter Police are also Sheriff’s deputies, and the county jail functions as the HPD’s holding cell. That holding cell is a communal facility. It's a big room with space for 10-20 petty criminals to cool off and confront what they did before dawn. It's usually a bunch of drug addicts and drunk drivers. Fights are not uncommon. Squabbling over space is constant, as is puking. It's not a place you go for peace and quiet. 
 
    Ram Castro had walked into the holding cell and looked at the corner seat. 
 
    The drug addict twitching there, aching to get out where he could get a fix, had cowered back against the wall, got to his feet, and walked to the other side of the room.  
 
    The two tweakers on either side of him had gotten up and moved too. 
 
    Castro had walked over, sat down, and spent the entire night — early morning, really — without anyone even thinking about him loud, let alone looking in his direction. The night Ram Castro had spent in the holding tank was the only night in anyone's memory the place had been silent. 
 
    His initial appearance got set for 8:00 the next morning. 
 
    Conspiracy to commit murder was way off the top of the bail schedule, of course, so Castro did have to spend approximately 6 hours in the jail. Most criminals had to spend 48. Sometimes more. 
 
    Judge Whalen never showed up for work before 9:30.  
 
    Yet, Ev and I had made it to court in time for the 8:00 arraignment only thanks to a last-minute tip from a friend on the force. I had been still powering up my laptop when Whalen banged the gavel, and our wet-behind-the-ears prosecutor had missed a big clue. 
 
    Whalen had started with, “I assume you're going to request OR?” 
 
    The two-thousand-dollar-an-hour lawyer from out of state had smiled as he gave the answer, “Naturally, Your Honor.” 
 
    That conversation should have been ridiculous on its face. “OR” meant “Own Recognizance” or without having to post any bail to give him an incentive to show up for a later court date. 
 
    For murder. 
 
    Three of them. 
 
    Being released on your own recognizance is for the church deacon who drinks too much and blows a .09 once in his life. It’s for the white-collar fourth generation Montanan who’s charged with trespassing to hunt on private land.  
 
    It’s not for people who are accused of three murders. 
 
    However, instead of seeing the warning signs in a completely ridiculous proposal, the County Attorney had just launched into a standard spiel about requesting a zillion dollars bond. No sooner had she shut up than I had heard the words I would not have believed possible. 
 
    "Ram Castro has never been charged with any crime before this. He opened a business; he created dozens of jobs. That's all. The real estate alone on which 3A sits is worth millions, never mind the value of the enterprise itself. No one is going to just walk away from that. Mr. Castro is not a flight risk. He is released on his own recognizance." 
 
    Castro’s lawyer had looked completely unsurprised. I later found out he had been responsible for the Gulfstream 5 Shark Transportation Device parked at Hunter Regional Airport. It had touched down at 3:00 in the morning, far outside the executive air terminal’s normal business hours, and had departed again before noon, with Ram Castro aboard alongside his tall-building lawyer. 
 
    Not a flight risk indeed. 
 
    Castro leaving town wasn’t even the worst of it, though. His booking? The fingerprints never made it into the computer. The DNA sample never made it into the database. 
 
    All of which had left Ev Talbot and I with a whole legal briefcase stuffed to the gills with questions, but one of them stood out above all the others. 
 
    Why had Whalen let him go? 
 
    Ev had been psycho about it. He had kept muttering about his daughter and twitching. Which was why our editor had refused to let him write anything. Normally, I would have been on Ev’s side. I’d been critical of the Hunter Post’s timid crime coverage since I was a kid, and it burned me personally. In this case, Ev was obviously conflicted. His daughter was the victim. 
 
    All of his rage had come through in my own writing anyway. I had written the trial up as a shocking miscarriage of justice. It wasn’t just Vicki and a couple kids dead. It was years of stories about local drug gangs being spiked by the Post. It was the press refusing to cover my own father until it was too late. It was a masterpiece, if I say so myself, of dancing on the edge of libel charges without ever quite putting a toe down on the other line. 
 
    And right after my story ran, Everett and I had gotten an anonymous phone call. 
 
    Well, the call had come to my desk, but Ev had been right there, so he had overheard everything. He really got in my personal space to listen. It felt like he’d lost all sense of propriety. 
 
    The caller had whispered to make it harder to identify the voice, which had made Ev and I think it was probably someone we knew or someone prominent in the community, but the words came through clear enough regardless. “Harris Whalen got a suitcase full of cash to let Castro out. You can find the proof in his house. He hasn’t deposited it yet.” 
 
    From then on, my friend’s anger – almost madness — about Vicki’s death and my affection for my friend had done the rest. Ev had left the newsroom and come back with a rented van, his Mitchell Plumbing signs, and many plastic bags full of plumber disguise. I had followed him on his crazy scheme to break in and look for the bribe money. We had found it but also found so much more than we had bargained for. 
 
    And here I was, running from the law. 
 
    What could I do about it? What could I do to improve this situation? 
 
    For one thing, I could turn myself in and tell the truth. My mentor and I had planned to commit breaking and entering in hopes of uncovering the truth about bribery. When we had gotten there, we had found the judge already murdered. 
 
    The problem with that option was that my fingerprints were all over the murder weapon, and the body had been still leaking blood when we had gotten there, meaning that the coroner’s ruling on the time of death would be close enough for Everett and I to seem guilty. 
 
    And that didn’t even touch on the possibility that maybe some of the cops were dirty. Ev thought the make and model of the pistol indicated that, and it was true that the HPD bought Sigs, but anyone in the world could buy a Sig, and “anyone in the world” was more likely to have the barrel threaded for a sound suppressor than the cops. If an officer of the law discharged his service weapon, he didn’t need to hide it. 
 
    Although, I supposed if he were corrupt, he might. Even if he were corrupt, maybe he wouldn’t use the pistol he’d been issued by the department? 
 
    I reminded myself that all those questions about corruption among the police weren’t my first concern. At that moment, all the available evidence made me look like a murderer. If I wanted to turn myself in, the first thing I had to do was change that equation. 
 
    I needed evidence that I wasn’t a murderer. 
 
    I didn’t know where to get it, but I knew one place I could ask for help. Earlier, I had thought that my name and face would be on the TV news that morning. 
 
    The thought came back to me, and it gave me an idea. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Becky!” 
 
    I whispered as softly as I could, but she still jumped about a foot in the air as she spun around to face me. By the time her feet hit the ground, she was fumbling in her purse for the pepper spray I knew she carried in there. 
 
    “Becky, it's me, Iron. Don’t mace me.” 
 
    It’s hard to look hot when the weather’s freezing cold, but somehow Becky Tighe pulled it off. She wore a heavy knee-length topcoat unbuttoned, and when she spun to face me, I saw the bright red, too-small sheath dress underneath. She had legs for days, and that dress showed most of them. I knew she slaved for more than an hour every day in the gym to protect the figure that let her get away with wearing it. Her hair was blacker than a luxury sedan, and her lipstick was even redder than her dress. 
 
    Becky Tighe worked in television, and she dressed to take full advantage of the visual medium. She was only the morning weather girl right now but the TV station in Hunter Montana was small enough that a weather reporter could cover some hard news as well, and Bec had every intention of riding the first major news story she could get all the way to a bigger media market. She had no desire at all to stay here in Hunter. 
 
    Which was why we weren’t dating anymore. That ex-girlfriend I wasn’t entirely over when I went out with Vicki Talbot? She read the forecast on Hunter’s only network affiliate. 
 
    I had taken a wild chance before I snuck out of the apartment complex’s laundromat. I had raided the dryers until I found some jeans, a T-shirt, and — lucky day! — even a winter coat that I could fit into. The jeans were too tight and made for women, but I was skinny and, at that particular moment, how manly I looked was low on my list of concerns. At the opposite end of the spectrum, the XXXL coat hung off me like a tent. It was hard to understand how the same person owned both garments, but they were better than the coveralls, which the cops would be looking for. 
 
    I had a bit of cash in my wallet, and I split it between the two dryers from which I had taken the clothes, in hopes of reducing the harm my thievery caused. Funny conscience attack for a man who had taken a life only hours ago. But there it was. I couldn’t bear to steal from an innocent. 
 
    Then I jogged the two miles to Becky’s apartment complex and got there just in time to catch her leaving for work. The morning shift in TV news begins at Oh Dark Thirty, so the sun had not yet shown its face as she lowered her pepper spray dispenser ever so slightly and closed her mouth, which had been about to wake up every single neighbor she had with a scream. 
 
    “Sherm? What are you doing here? What’s going on? Do you realize you’re in my email briefing this morning? Apparently, we’re leading with the police looking for a Post reporter in connection with a Judge’s murder. Huge story and also fun for us to tweak the competition, but … seriously, Sherman. You can’t have murdered Judge Whalen, right? I mean…” 
 
    She paused and gave me a level stare. 
 
    “Tell me you didn’t do it.” 
 
    “I didn’t do it, Bec. You know me.” 
 
    “I do know you, which is why I haven’t pepper sprayed you yet. And it’s only because I know you that I want to know how the heck you wound up inside Judge Whalen’s house and—” 
 
    She cursed rather violently. 
 
    “Is that a gun in your belt? Sherm, what the—” 
 
    “I can explain! Becky, I promise, I’m innocent. Please, I don’t know where else to turn for help. I didn’t kill the judge. Neither did Ev. Please let me talk to you.” 
 
    She tucked her pepper spray back in her purse and took out the keys to her red convertible. “OK but talk on the way to work. I’m live in 45 minutes.” 
 
    As she violated the speed limit through the deserted 3:00 a.m. streets of a growing 90,000-person town, I told Becky everything. Ev’s daughter, the whispered anonymous phone tip, the crazy idea to break in… I told her about the man I killed. She tried her hardest to sound sympathetic, but I could tell she wasn’t sure she believed me yet. The story was so wild it had put her in the same place it would have put me, had I been in her shoes. 
 
    Reporters get calls all the time from cranks with a head full of conspiracy theories. Nine times out of ten they’re nothing but something you wipe off your boot after being out in a field. And the tenth time they’re usually easily explained by something more normal. 
 
    Journalists develop a healthy cynicism for almost every story. And the wilder, the more cynical. I had it, Ev had it, and I knew Becky had it, so I wasn’t surprised when her sympathies about the horrible moment when the gun went off sounded more like she was reading from a script. I sounded the same way when people tried to sell me on the “headline news” that their DUIs were really proof of a conspiracy. 
 
    “If — if — this is all true, then I break the story first, Sherman. You file nothing until I own all the clicks. I really don’t know whether you’re telling the truth or not. If I find out you’re not, I’m turning you in faster than you can say ‘down and dirty in a minute thirty.’ But if you are telling the truth, then I’m at the very least helping you avoid going to prison for murder. I might even be saving your life, so you owe me. I want the byline. This is the story I’ve been praying for since we graduated. I want out of this armpit burg, Sherman. You know it, and a story like this would do it. If I help you, and we prove your story is true, then I get to break it.” 
 
    I offered my hand to shake, but she was too busy hauling the steering wheel to the right as she squealed the tires while taking a turn too fast. Back when we were dating, I had learned to fear letting her drive, and all those memories flooded back. 
 
    Instead of shaking hands on it, I said, “Deal. I write nothing until you’re completely satisfied with how thoroughly you own the story. The Post probably wouldn’t let me file anything anyway; I don’t think it’s possible to be more conflicted than I am.” 
 
    She pulled over to the side of the road. 
 
    “OK, get out here. No way am I having you get out of the car in front of all my coworkers. Not when we’re leading with you. I’ve got a guy you can talk to next, but you won’t be able to find him until after noon at the earliest.” 
 
    “Why not ‘til noon?” 
 
    “I don’t know; he never answers messages until then. Anyway, ‘til he gets back to you, you know where I hide the key to my apartment. You can sleep there. 
 
    “And you left some clothes there last summer, too. Use them. No man has ever looked good in a faded Ace of Base T-shirt. And those jeans, Iron. Gross!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 5 
 
    Becky’s friend turned out to be not so much a “friend” as an anonymous account name on Signal. An instant messaging app, Signal’s schtick that made it stand out among dozens of them was total privacy and encryption. In foreign countries, dissidents used Signal to communicate without the secret police breaking down their door. 
 
    Here in America, it was mainly used by a certain variety of hacker and privacy advocates. People who got all in a dither about the NSA reading their email used Signal. 
 
    All of a sudden, I felt a new sense of sympathy for their worries. 
 
    PhatSkilzN00b was the screen name. Apparently, the gentleman in question had a high opinion of himself, combined with a well-developed sense of irony. Fat Skills, or phat skillz, to the kind of kid that typed with deliberate misspellings to sound cool, meant the user thought he was extremely skilled. Noob, on the other hand, was short for newbie — someone completely new to the “hacker” community. Fat skills and noob were usually incompatible. 
 
    So: thought a lot of himself but had a sense of humor about it. 
 
    Becky told me I could feel free to send a message any time I wanted but not to expect a reply until the day was half gone. 
 
    I downloaded the app on my phone, created my own account with a made-up name for myself, and sent the message as instructed. “Becky Tighe told me to contact you. It’s about the murder of Judge Whalen and the drive-by at Hunter High.” 
 
    My ex told me anything more than that would just make him think I was an idiot who didn’t understand how to communicate online, so, waiting for a reply, I laid down on her couch, remembering the days when I’d been a lot more comfortable here. 
 
    Finally, for the first time since the day before yesterday, I got some shuteye. 
 
    *** 
 
    I slept like the proverbial log, lost in embarrassing dreams about Becky, her tiny red dress, and the evenings we’d spent watching movies on the very same couch. She had been an amazing girlfriend, but when I wouldn’t promise to tag along the moment she left Hunter in the dust, she lost interest. Becky wanted a relationship, but she wanted a relationship that understood that her career called the shots. 
 
    Montana was too much my home for me to sign off on blazing out for Phoenix at the first chance she got. I had unfinished business here. 
 
    When I woke up, I set about following Becky’s orders and discovered an old pair of my jeans thrown into the back of her closet. I breathed an audible sigh of relief not to have my butt lifted and separated anymore. 
 
    I was about to change out of the T-shirt too, but the ding of the Signal app diverted my attention. I grabbed for my phone, tapped on the alert, and read the following message. 
 
    “I know you didn’t kill him.” 
 
    “How?” I shot back. “How do you even know who I am? This account is totally new, and Signal is supposed to be ironclad on privacy.” 
 
    “Sherman Iron is all over local Twitter and news. Your first message told me Becky sent you. Becky used to date Sherman Iron. Deduction reached.  
 
    “That was a fireball story you wrote about Castro, by the way. Nice work. It’s about time someone at that cowardly rag told the truth about the Sureste cartel’s local killers. I’ve got a lot of respect for you having the courage to write it.” 
 
    I thought for a while before tapping out a reply on the phone, enjoying the validation, feeling like a tiny bit of the reason I became a reporter had been paid off. 
 
    Finally, “Thank you. I’ve got some unfinished business with the drug trade and the people it hurts.” 
 
    “You’re a lucky man, by the way. Becky’s an impressive woman. Stupid to not still be with her though.” 
 
    Part of me wanted to rebut with the fact that the breakup was more her idea than mine, but I was in no mood to discuss my love life with a complete stranger who wasn’t even there in person, so I just asked, “How do you know I didn’t kill him?” 
 
    Instead of answering my question, PhatSkilzN00b typed back, “I’ll tell you what I do know.” 
 
    “Which is?” 
 
    “That kid at Hunter High. The one selling dark web drugs?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “That was me.” 
 
    I stared at the screen for a while. Maybe a full minute. Maybe more. Finally, I replied. 
 
    “You can’t be. He’s dead.” 
 
    “Yeah, so your article said. Which caused me to feel a lot less secure sitting in my little two-bedroom apartment. It’s a bit startling to read that someone literally tried to murder you and is being given credit for succeeding. I read your story the morning after the shooting and nearly evacuated in my pants because I know for a fact who was selling weed at school, and I know for certain that person didn’t die. Which means the drive-by was about something else entirely.” 
 
    I had written the story about the shooting. I had personally put it in the paper that a drug dealer was among the slain. 
 
    “Maybe there were three kids at HHS selling meth?” 
 
    “First of all, I sold weed, not meth.” 
 
    “Not much difference.” 
 
    “There’s a big difference,” the anonymous screen name shot back. “Weed just makes you lazy and hungry. Meth makes you crazy. Seriously, Iron, meth will mess people up. People on meth do stuff they never would otherwise. I would never be involved in that.” 
 
    My thumbs stabbed the glass screen furiously. “Believe me, there’s no need to explain to me what meth can do to people.” 
 
    “OK, so you should know weed isn’t as bad.” 
 
    “Fine. Whatever. I’m not ready to buy the ‘marijuana’s harmless’ argument. But just to move our conversation forward, maybe there were two guys dealing meth and one dealing just harmless marijuana.” 
 
    “I would have heard. I heard all the time about Killer Don, my competition. Everyone tries to tell you the other guy will sell it to them cheaper. The point is, no one ever tried to tell me that Mister Imaginary Third Dealer had it cheaper than me.” 
 
    “So, it was about drugs, but they just didn’t get who they were after, or they thought they did, or the cops thought they did,” I typed back. 
 
    “Maybe. Or maybe the gunners in the car weren’t after me at all.” 
 
    “What else was it about, then?” 
 
    “If I were you, I would ask the source who gave you that information.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Art Keen was the Public Information Officer at the Hunter Police Department.  HPD PIO, to use the jargon. We worked together a lot. His job was handling media inquiries about the doings of the police. My job was covering the police beat for the ever-shrinking local daily. That made us practically coworkers. 
 
    Actually, his main job was still patrolling in squad car number 013. Hunter is not the kind of town where the police department has a full time PIO. We’re small enough that a beat cop does PIO work in his spare time. 
 
    Which meant Art often called me right from the scene of whatever I was on my way to cover because he’d been the first responder. Like most good PIOs, he was pretty even-handed about tips. He actually had me, Becky, Ev, and the guy who had a so-called “news talk show” on the AM radio station at midnight on a group text. That last one didn’t always come when Art called — he was pretty amateurish — but I did. I liked Art. We weren’t truly friends, but we’d shared a beer or two along the way. 
 
    Nevertheless, I wasn’t stupid enough to march up to the police station and ask to talk to him. This whole business was about not going to jail. And he might be a PR flack, but Art was still a sworn officer of the law. He’d lock me right up the moment he saw me. 
 
    Thus, as PhatSkillzN00b’s icon went from bright to dark, and he logged off to disappear into the real world — presumably finished with his lunch break at Hunter High — I wracked my brain trying to come up with a way to dig further into that lead but got nothing. 
 
    Becky came home — her before-dawn shift got her out of the office early in the day — and asked me what I had learned the moment she sashayed through the front door. She didn’t stay to hear the answer, though. She just handed me her coat as if my name were Jeeves and swayed her way down the hall to change clothes in the bedroom. That red dress made it hard for me to stop watching her walk. I didn’t hang her coat until she closed the door at the end of the hall. 
 
    She came back dressed in a way that was a little easier on my blood pressure — just jeans and a T-shirt. Then she handed me one of my old US Biathlon Team T-shirts. 
 
    “I told you to change shirts.” 
 
    I switched right away, and only as I was pulling the fresh shirt down to my belt did I become aware of her gaze. 
 
    “You’re still running and skiing, Sherm. Nobody keeps abs like yours without working for them.” 
 
    I offered half a grin and winked. “You know you’re no slouch in the physical appearance department yourself, right?” 
 
    “Top five DMA figure in a bottom five DMA job,” she shot back, using the TV jargon for the size of a local media market. “But we know too much about our different futures to waste time flirting. You never answered my question. What did you learn?” 
 
    “You never told me your friend was a drug dealer.” 
 
    She blinked. “I didn’t know. PhatSkilzn00b? Drugs?” 
 
    “Yeah. That’s what he told me. He told me he was the one who was reselling dark marijuana at Hunter High.” 
 
    She stood silent for a moment, staring at me. When she finally spoke, she put the pieces together as quickly as I had. 
 
    “Which means it was false when the cops reported that the dealer was killed in the drive-by, which means the cops are involved in whatever’s going on, at least one. Also, it maybe means the drive-by wasn’t really a territorial conflict among drug dealers. I say we interview the families of the other kids killed in the drive-by. Maybe one of them was the real target.” 
 
    I had a hard time saying that ridiculous name aloud. “How do you know your hacker friend, anyway?” 
 
    “I was working on a story about the dark web for the community journalism outlet back in J School. I put out a tweet asking if anyone wanted to be a source on background. He slid into my DMs.” 
 
    “Just kind of surprising to find you socializing with drug dealers, Bec.” 
 
    “I didn’t know! Besides, ‘socialize’ is too strong a word. We’ve never met in person.” 
 
    She was about to finish, then added, “Never seen you jealous before, Iron.” 
 
    “I never understood why that’s considered such a zinger. You’re smart, driven, and gorgeous, Bec. If you were dating someone else, of course I’d be jealous.” 
 
    She blushed. “Come on, Sherm, we talked about all that.” 
 
    I grinned at her. “Smart, driven, gorgeous, and bound for Arizona at the first opportunity. I know. Anyway, I wasn’t being jealous. I’m just trying to figure out how much we can trust this guy. I’ve never met him, you’ve never met him, he admits to selling drugs to high school kids… do we really want to take his advice?” 
 
    “Why?” Becky asked. “What’s his advice?” 
 
    “Phat… ugh. Mr. Signal suggested we start with Art Keen.” 
 
    She chewed it over, making a face. After a moment, she said, “OK, yeah, that does make sense. Art put out the statement saying the other drug dealer was killed. He’s either corrupt himself, or he heard it from someone corrupt.” 
 
    “You’re a lot better at saying that with a straight face than me. We know Art, Becky. We text with him almost every day. Corrupt? Art? All he wants is for the union bell to ring so he can have a couple beers at Tappin’ then head home.” 
 
    “Kids gone off to school. Divorced. And look at him, Iron. It’s a race to see which’ll break first: the last button on his shirt or his belt. I can tell you he has no dating prospects. Pretty much zero upward mobility, since we know the sheriff is younger than him and politically untouchable. If you know you’re never going to improve your life or add to your paycheck the old-fashioned way, might as well think outside the box.” 
 
    She made a hard case to argue with, so I didn’t. When I gave no reply, Becky went on. “So that gives us four interviews to conduct, and you can’t do any of them, so it’ll have to be me.” 
 
    “Now wait just a minute--” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid, Sherm. Obviously, you can’t go. I just put your face all over every screen in Montana, not just Hunter. You’re going to call up Sergeant Art Keen at the Hunter Police Department and ask for an interview? Quick ticket to jail. It has to be me.” 
 
    “Yeah, but Becky, this is dangerous. People are getting killed.” 
 
    “So far only by that gun you’re still carrying like an idiot.” 
 
    My only reply was my wounded expression, and Becky rolled her eyes and gritted her teeth. “OK, sorry. That was too far. I know that scene in the alley had to be emotional for you. Whatever. Sherm, it doesn’t change that I’m the only one of us that can do these interviews.” 
 
    Flashbacks: my family’s living room. My sister. My father. His hand raised. Failure to protect. 
 
    I shoved all those emotions down and just said, “I don’t want you getting hurt.” 
 
    “Sweet of you, Iron, but it just brings us right back to the fact that I’m blazing out of this one horse town and you don’t want to, so don’t act like a boyfriend when you don’t want to be one.” 
 
    “I can want to keep you safe without wanting to date you, Becky. You’re the one who was going on about saving my life this morning. It’s only natural for me to care about the person who does that.” 
 
    She sighed. “OK, Iron, I’ll serious up for just a sec. Thank you. Thank you for wanting to protect me. I know you try to sound like Mr. Tough Guy about cops and police reports and your job covering the crime beat, but I’ve known you since UM, and I know the ‘tough guy police reporter’ thing is a gloss over the soul of a poet and a writer. All you know about guns is how to put an air gun pellet on a tiny target after skiing a mile, which is admittedly super impressive, but it definitely doesn’t make you a bodyguard.  
 
    “So be real about protecting me. We’re both reporters; we both cover stories with sketchy people as part of our job. Some element of danger is sometimes part of our lives — both our lives. I can do this as well as you can. I recognize you’re sincere, but you’re not giving me enough credit. Are we OK?” 
 
    I grumbled. “It wasn’t an air gun, Becky. I shot with a .22.” 
 
    “Which, hello Iron, we’re both from Montana. That’s like, as close to an air gun as you can get. I’m not making fun. You made the actual US Olympic team, Sherm. All I ever made was Pilates class on time, and the ‘on time’ part rarely enough, but please don’t be stupid about coming along with your gun to shoot the bad guys if they come after me. Please?” 
 
    “I hear you, Becky. I hear you. I won’t stop you from going to see Art.”  
 
    Finally appeased, she took out her phone and headed out the door. “I’m going to text Art from my car as I head down there. Please don’t make any trouble here while I’m gone. I don’t want the cops having any clue that I’m harboring you.” 
 
    Becky took a minicam with her but didn’t change back into her on-camera clothes. This was just an interview. She would probably not shoot any video anyway for research like this. She’d just use a voice recorder app on her phone, same as I would if I’d been going. If the interview did lead somewhere, and she recorded any video, it would only be Art Keen on camera. She’d film herself later and look like a model when she did it.  
 
    “Stay here. You’ll have to survive on the vegetables and hard-boiled eggs in my fridge; you can’t order pizza unless you want the delivery driver calling you in and getting both of us arrested. I’ll be back in an hour, Iron.” 
 
    “Be careful, Becky. Make fun of me all you want, but this is serious. Judge Whalen got killed, and no, that absolutely wasn’t me. Watch your back.” 
 
    “I hear you, Sherman. Thank you. But it’s just Art. You and I both talk to him every day.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 6 
 
    The waiting was miserable. I watched Becky’s TV, including several taped rebroadcasts of her morning appearances. They did indeed lead with file photos of me and Everett Talbot, over the words “Murder Suspects.” 
 
    When I got sick of that, I read some books she had laying around. I was afraid to dig into her apartment any deeper than the paperbacks scattered on the end table. If I looked too far, I was afraid I might find evidence that she had a new boyfriend. And even though we parted as amicably as possible, I really didn’t want to deal with that. 
 
    Becky and I weren’t dating anymore because I didn’t have something she regarded as indispensable: mobility. Our breakup, I promise you, had not been my idea. She was hotter than Fireball whisky, and we had a ton in common with our jobs. No man in his right mind would have broken up with her. 
 
    I was afraid to even use my phone much. Clicking heart and retweet was such an instinct, I was afraid I’d give myself away on social media. 
 
    There was probably no danger. We knew Art Keen; he was a harmless career police officer who had never even drawn his gun on a suspect. And the man responsible for the drive-by, Ram Castro, had flown out of town with his lawyer on a shiny executive jet. Becky was probably as safe as it was possible to be. 
 
    But someone killed Judge Whalen. Someone sent that thug after me in the alley.  
 
    What was taking her so long? 
 
    I could not get away from the idea banging in my head like a gong. My sister wasn’t enough. Vicki Talbot wasn’t enough. Once again, someone I cared about was in danger from drugs. And once again, I was cowering in the corner.  
 
    My father was a big fish in a small pond. He was a businessman, a community leader, President of the local Chamber of Commerce. The media loved him; he was always organizing food drives, donating to good causes, etc. To the rest of Montana, he was the guy we all liked to read about in our daily news, the one doing something good. 
 
    But to me, he was just one more loser in middle age who cheated on his wife. First, he had an affair with another woman, then with hookers, then with a hooker who, at the urging of her pimp, convinced him to try methamphetamine, the better to get more money out of him. 
 
    We noticed him coming home all wild-eyed. We noticed him not caring about his grooming anymore. At first, none of us were sure what it meant. 
 
    My sister figured it out first. 
 
    She confronted him about the drugs. She confronted him about the women. She threatened to go public if he didn’t stop. He was famous — small town famous. What would people think? She wouldn’t let up. 
 
    He was high when she started the fight. 
 
    He lost control fast. 
 
    He hit her. She fought back. He kept hitting her. 
 
    I’ll never forget how it felt to be nine-years-old and hiding in the corner. I’ll never forget how it felt to be too afraid to do anything while he punched her again and again. I was old enough to know the difference between acting like a man and acting like a coward. Trying to blend in with the shadows in the corner of the living room that night, hoping it would end, hoping she would be OK, but most of all just hoping he didn’t turn to me next, that little nine-year-old boy knew which one he was. 
 
    I had to do something, anything, to get my mind off the memory. I started walking around the place, just so my brain had to process the actions of walking and not running into walls.  
 
    Becky’s apartment had a bedroom, a bathroom, and a living room with a galley style kitchen along one wall. In what remained of local journalism after the Internet sucked all the money out, the starting salary was better than Burger King, but not by much. Consequently, she couldn’t afford much more space than I could. 
 
    The difference was, my place looked like a bachelor slept there in between parties. Hers could have been on a magazine cover about living frugally and stylishly at the same time. White furniture, black and white paintings in black and white frames, black tabletops, white pillows and blankets… the entire place had the feel of someone making a statement about her worldview. 
 
    I gave up my pacing and applied my rear to that white leather couch, picking up one of her books, trying to make myself focus on the story, rather than my childhood or Becky in danger while I hid.  
 
    The window shattered. 
 
    The couch cushion right next to me erupted in a fountain of Styrofoam padding. 
 
    I swore as I dove for the carpet. I wasn’t thinking; my instincts were just driving me away from the apparent source of danger. A precious second later, curled up in the fetal position on the floor, the reality of the situation finally made it through to my animal brainstem. 
 
    Someone had fired a gun at me. 
 
    And indeed, the couch cushion where I had just been sitting became the next victim, spraying petroleum byproduct stuffing into the atmosphere of the apartment. This time, my brain processed the sound of the gunshot. I can’t imagine the first shot was silent, given how loud the second was, but somehow, I never heard it. 
 
    Still dwelling a little bit on Becky’s belittling of my knowledge of guns, I wished she could appreciate how quickly I knew the facts: that gun was definitely bigger than the .22’s I used to compete with. 
 
    Whoever was pulling the trigger out there was obviously using some kind of night vision or infrared vision equipment, whether worn on the head or affixed to the gun. I had Becky’s curtains closed, the better to avoid being seen in here. However, he — presumably he? — missed me by barely more than an inch the first shot and wouldn’t have missed at all on the second if I hadn’t moved.  
 
    Which told me he probably wasn’t going to miss with the third shot either if I didn’t force him to try to track a moving target. 
 
    Pressed to the carpet, I crawled as fast as I could while keeping as low as I could. Hiding behind a wall or the couch for cover was no good at all. The gun trained on me had to be a high-powered rifle, and wood offered zero protection from those. A bullet fired out of a standard hunting rifle will drill through the wall, through the couch, through the person they’re shooting at, through the back wall, and bury itself in the tree out back.  
 
    Becky’s refrigerator, on the other hand… 
 
    The solid bulk of the metal outside and insulated inside might keep me alive. I wedged myself in between the refrigerator and the back wall of the apartment, having to push the 300-pound bulk far enough to make room. Being right next to the apartment back wall offered no protection at all. So far, all the shots had come from the front. And, I mused, the refrigerator might make it harder to see me in whatever infrared gear my opponent was using. 
 
    I heard a heavy, high-caliber hunk of lead slam into the refrigerator and the boom of the gun going off. The two sounds were basically right on top of each other, telling me the gunman wasn’t that far away. At least my theory about cover had held up. The fridge protected me. 
 
    The best news I had heard in forever came in the form of police sirens. The person shooting at me was not using a silencer on his weapon — it is possible to make them work on high powered rifles, but it takes a lot more effort than pistols. Since the sound was not suppressed, probably half the population of Hunter had heard those gunshots.  
 
    The sound of sirens heading my way made me think I might survive to see the sun set. Indeed, there were no more gunshots at all. My attacker had obviously fled rather than get caught. 
 
    Of course, that presented a whole other problem. 
 
    The police wanted me for murder. 
 
    I started squirming out of my tight little hidey hole, my brain relentlessly sorting through options of how to get away. The problem was Becky’s apartment had no back door, so I was going to have to run out the front door, then try to somehow outrun the cops who had to be pulling up out front. All without getting shot. 
 
    Too late. 
 
    The door crashed open. Several angry voices thundered at once. 
 
    “Don’t move!” 
 
    I froze, halfway out from behind the fridge, my feet barely underneath me. Freezing in that position was a lot harder than you might think. My thigh muscles burned from having to hold me there. The good news was, I didn’t have to hold it long. 
 
    Strong, blue-uniformed hands grabbed my shoulders, threw me on my face on Becky’s pristine white carpet, and started screaming Miranda Rights into my ear. I’ve said before that I’m not much of a handgun guy, but the feel of one pressed so tight to my scalp that it pulled my hair was impossible to mistake for anything else. 
 
    The arresting officers yanked my hands into position behind my back — nearly dislocating my shoulders, no doubt deliberately — and cranked the cuffs on way too tight. The voice in my ear as they did so was loud, angry, and growling. 
 
    “Sherman Iron, you’re under arrest.” 
 
    *** 
 
    They didn’t give me a thorough turning-out of my pockets.  I supposed that would come when they booked me in. However, the silenced pistol in my belt was impossible to miss, and they took that right away. 
 
    At that point, I had been found in possession of the weapon that had killed Judge Whalen. 
 
    They made me lay there with my face in the carpet for a long time while they processed the scene and taped it off. No one was all that careful about making sure they stepped around my head. Finally, someone pulled me to my feet — again, none too gentle on my shoulders — and shoved me toward the door. 
 
    I didn’t look over my shoulder because I was too busy trying to keep my balance. It’s not so easy when your hands are tied behind you and some jerk is driving his palm heel right between your shoulder blades. Only when he marched me out the front door and into the parking lot did I get a chance to glance backward and see who had charge of me. 
 
    Art Keen. 
 
    Art Keen as in, the Hunter police officer who was in charge of dealing with the media. Art Keen as in, the one Becky and Ev and I all worked with every day as he put out various statements to us for news coverage.  
 
    Art Keen, the man Becky had been on her way to interview the last time I saw her. 
 
    He still met the physical fitness qualifications for the police department only because the union made it hard to disqualify veteran officers. His hairline had finished receding and was now fully fallen back to a few wisps that could only generously be called a combover. His saggy jowls made him look like a broken-hearted basset hound, and his uniform stretched tight to keep his gut in place. 
 
    I knew Art well. I had seen him at least once a week since I took the job at the Hunter Post. However, at the moment, he wasn’t acting like someone who was practically my coworker. Art railroaded me out of the apartment and toward a waiting row of squad cars. While he pushed and prodded, he shouted every profane word in the English language in my ear. “Murderer” was the least of what he called me. The worst of it … well, the worst of it I could never use in my family newspaper.  
 
    He shouted at me so loud it hurt my ears. He shouted at me so loud everybody within a city block could hear. 
 
    At long last, it occurred to me that he was deliberately shouting at me loud enough to make absolutely sure everyone within the city block could hear. Even so, when his volume suddenly dropped, I was caught by surprise. 
 
    “When you feel the cuffs fall off, run, Sherm. Run.” 
 
    I was so inured to the screamed invective, that the whisper almost made me jump out of my skin. I cried out. 
 
    “What--” 
 
    “Shut your mouth you murdering scum!” he screamed. 
 
    “Don’t be an idiot, Iron,” he was whispering again. “Run. I’m going to shoot at you, but I’m going to miss. Run the moment you feel the cuffs fall off you.” 
 
    This time, I had the sense to whisper too. “Art, what’s going--” 
 
    “I’m being watched all the time. I can’t do anything about Castro’s guy in the department right now; they’ll kill me the moment I try. With you on the outside, maybe you can find him.” 
 
    “Art, this is crazy.” 
 
    “Releasing the cuffs in three...two…” 
 
    “Wait!” I hissed. “Becky! Have you seen Becky?” 
 
    “What, Tighe? Seen her? No, but she texted me about a break in at her apartment.” 
 
    The handcuffs dropped off my wrists. 
 
    Whispering: “Now run! 
 
    Shouting: “He’s loose! Get him!” 
 
    With adrenaline about to come over the floodwalls of my brain, I let my instincts off the chain and just sprinted as hard as I could. 
 
    After a moment, I remembered to try to be at least a little evasive and jinked to the left. 
 
    That’s when I heard Art’s promised gunshot. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 7 
 
    The sound of it was almost enough for me to lose control of my bowels, despite his promise to miss. 
 
    In front of me was a black and white with a prominent HPD013 on the side; Art’s assigned patrol vehicle. I dodged behind the squad car where I might otherwise have been locked in the back seat. I took a corner and kept sprinting, thanking God that Becky’s apartment complex kept their walks well-shoveled. I could not afford to slip on ice just then. 
 
    Next, I made a beeline for the Hunter Forest city park, figuring I could hide in there at least until the HPD summoned enough law enforcement from the state and surrounding jurisdictions to mount a proper search. 
 
    Hunter, Montana, grew up as a river trading post in the central portion of my state. Over a century and more of its existence, a small collection of cabins by the river grew into the second largest town in the state. The business of paddlewheel boats needing supplies for their journey no longer provided much income. These days, Hunter relied primarily on tourism, hunting, and in general, outdoor recreation for a local economy. Together with a healthy dose of agriculture and timber, like much of the rest of Montana, we managed to make a living here. 
 
    At first, because it was the hardest area to develop, and then by deliberate city planning, a huge chunk of the surrounding forest had been left undisturbed. Poking in toward the middle of downtown Hunter, we called it Hunter Forest, and thousands of acres of it were within city limits as a park. Outside city limits, it connected to the surrounding national forest and made for an extraordinary recreation opportunity for hikers, mountain bikers, campers, and the myriad of other tourists who came here for the easy access to both the Missouri River and the Rocky Mountain front. 
 
    It was also an excellent hiding place for criminals. 
 
    Or, if not criminals, at least for reporters who were wanted by the police for a murder they didn’t commit. 
 
    I heard a few cops behind me shouting for backup, but as I lost myself in the pines and hills of Hunter Forest, I knew they weren’t going to catch up any time soon. Their training would call for overwhelming force before they came looking for me in here. Two or three cops would not charge in on foot.  
 
    I’d been covering the police beat since I had gotten out of college. I knew what they taught at the Montana Law Enforcement Academy. And chasing an armed suspect into uncertain terrain was work for massive numbers. True, they took my gun, but I had been armed, and they weren’t going to just take it on faith that I wouldn’t be again. It would still be against policy for one or two officers to follow me in here. 
 
    Good news: I probably had a few hours before the cops could muster enough of a force to mount a full-fledged search of the forest. 
 
    Bad news: once again, I was outside in the Montana winter, and the sun had already sunk below the horizon. 
 
    I grew up hunting in the fall, and in Montana, fall is basically winter’s front doorstep. I knew how dangerous it was to be out in the cold. So far, the closest thing I had to a plan was to keep moving, keep penetrating deeper into the forest until dawn came, and the sun provided some warmth. 
 
    Not only would movement keep generating body heat, it would make it harder for the cops to find me when they came back with a search party strong enough to go into the forest. 
 
    Beyond just the challenges of running from the police in sub-freezing temperatures, I also had to process the last thing Art Keen had told me before he let me go. 
 
    Becky had turned me in. 
 
    Becky, my hyper-ambitious dream girl. 
 
    Becky, to whom I had promised all the credit and bylines from my story. Becky, who had said she would help me. 
 
    That Becky. 
 
    That Becky gave me up to the police. 
 
    I couldn’t quite internalize it. Recognizing the stages of grief, I knew I was in denial. Becky couldn’t have done that. Art had lied to me. Or else he had made a mistake. Or else something. Anything. I didn’t want to believe she had turned her coat on me. 
 
    Consequently, when my phone buzzed with an incoming message on the Signal app, I slowed down to a brisk walk and pulled it out of my pocket. Then, I simply stared at the screen for a long time. This was the person to whom Becky had connected me. If I couldn’t trust her, could I trust PhatSkilzN00b? I wasn’t quite ready for the answer. Finally, I made myself swipe.  
 
    I read the words, “I’m just sitting here looking out my window at what passes for a nighttime skyline in Hunter and wondering: did you know Ev Talbot’s daughter — the one who died in the drive-by — did you know she knew Judge Whalen?” 
 
    Not entirely sure whether I still trusted this person, or how to answer, I kept up my fast trot for a while, staring at the screen. Becky had sent me to him, and Becky had supposedly turned me in. To trust him, or not to trust him? 
 
    Finally, I paused in my jogging long enough to unlock the screen and tap out a reply. 
 
    “Glad you messaged. We need to talk.” 
 
    “Yeah, about the fact that your partner’s daughter might not be the innocent victim she’s supposed to be in all of this.” 
 
    “And about the fact that Becky turned me in to the cops, and the only reason you and I are talking is because of her.” 
 
    The next message didn’t appear for a long time. 
 
    Finally: “What, so you think I’m doing all this to help you get caught? Nice.” 
 
    “Can you prove you’re not?” 
 
    “It’s impossible to prove a negative.” 
 
    He had me there. It was a well-known fact of logical philosophy. 
 
    “OK, wise guy. Why should I believe you’re not in this to frame me just like Becky is?” 
 
    “We’ll come back to ‘Becky turned me in,’ but to start with it’s pretty easy for me to prove you’ve got nothing to fear from me: 
 
    “At this very moment, you’re about a mile and a half into Hunter Forest from the Jellicoe Avenue side, very slowly moving deeper in, so you’re obviously afoot.” 
 
    I stared at the message, mouth open, eyes wide, before typing, “I never even thought about my phone being tracked!” 
 
    “And this part should be obvious even to fans of 90’s music like you, Iron: If I were with the cops, I wouldn’t have told you that, because they’re tracking you too. At this point they’d have to be incompetent not to have a warrant for your location data from your cell service provider. Warning you about it proves I’m not with the cops, right?” There’s your reason to trust me.” 
 
    “I get that the cops can. But how come you can see my location? Wouldn’t we have to be Facebook friends or something?” 
 
    “How do you know we’re not? You know nothing about me but my Signal screen name. And you’re in the modern world of journalism, always trying to build your personal brand, so you take friend requests from everyone.” 
 
    “You can really be unpleasant to talk to, you know that, N00b?” 
 
    “I’m not the one who just insulted my last remaining friend. You are. Which is another reason you should trust me. Because, as I understand our conversation earlier, and what I’ve been able to learn on my own, if you don’t trust me, you have no one. Literally no one.” 
 
    Quietly, where the screen name couldn’t see, I gave a little smirk just for my own amusement. He obviously didn’t know that Art Keen was on my side — had let me escape from custody even.  
 
    That told me something about who he was. He wasn’t Art Keen. It wasn’t much, but it turned me on to something else I hadn’t thought about until then. 
 
    PhatSkillzN00b had made a mistake that gave me a tiny little bit of information about him. 
 
    Might he have made others? 
 
    To move the conversation along — and to see if my extremely online friend would reveal anything else — I said, “So, Vicki and the judge were friends huh? What’s that tell us?” 
 
    “I did a deep dive on Whalen’s Facebook page. I found a picture of the two of them at some kind of fancy dress gala. You like the lookers don’t you.” 
 
    “How do you know about Vicki and me? You’re being a little creepy.” 
 
    “I already warned you about how much you’re giving away about your life on social media, Iron. Your birthday, your girlfriends, location data, everything. Just accept the fact you have no secrets anymore and move on.” 
 
    I reluctantly typed back, “Vicki and I went to a museum fundraiser for our first date. Very la-di-da. She might have talked to Whalen there. Hard to see what’s wrong with it though.” 
 
    “It’s a connection that wasn’t supposed to be there. Lots of those with that drive-by. Did you do like I said and talk to Art Keen?” 
 
    “I’m suspected of murder, n00b. I can’t just walk into the police station and ask for an interview. Becky said she was going to talk to him, but that was before I learned she was working with the cops the whole time.” 
 
    “Ah yes. The reason you decided to insult me by saying you didn’t trust me. So, tell me about this.” 
 
    I recounted my story from earlier that afternoon before the sun went down. How someone had fired at me with a high-caliber rifle. How the cops had barged in right afterwards. How they had cuffed me, and then Art Keen had let me go, saying he needed someone on the outside to help catch the cop taking bribes inside the HPD. And then the flight into the forest. By the time I was done my fingers were tired from tapping on the phone. 
 
    My anonymous friend sent back, “So actually, you did talk to Art Keen.” 
 
    “Yeah, I asked him if he’d seen Becky, and he said she texted him about a break in.” 
 
    “You realize that if Art Keen is dirty, he could be lying about that, right?” 
 
    “Keen? Dirty? He let me go, dude! If he were taking bribes from Ram Castro and the Sureste cartel, why would he do that?” 
 
    The reply was a long time in coming, and when it finally arrived, I could see why. That was a lot of thumb typing. “You’re supposed to be the big-time crime reporter Mr. Iron, not me, but from what I know about law enforcement, letting a suspect out of handcuffs and encouraging him to run is pretty much the definition of a corrupt cop. And if he is taking Castro’s bribes, maybe he was afraid you would tell what you had seen since your break in at Whalen’s House. Maybe he was afraid the good cops would interrogate you and learn about the man in the alley, or the fact that the so-called dark web drug dealer is still alive, or anything else. Maybe Art Keen is the dirty cop, and he wasn’t letting you go to help find the dirty cop; he was letting you go to keep you from fingering the real dirty cop. You’re a lot easier to kill running around loose outside of prison than you would be in prison, Iron. No one in all of this has died in prison yet.” 
 
    I couldn’t deny the logic of it. There was no way to be sure Art had been telling me the truth about Becky. Maybe it was just my denial talking, but I didn’t mind the idea. 
 
    “So, what do we do?” I asked. 
 
    “Like I said. If we can’t get to Art Keen, there are others. Go spy on the families of the other kids killed in the school drive-by. See what you can learn. I’m hacking through their digital footprints so if there’s anything there I’ll find it for you, but who knows what the real world might have to show us? You wrote the story on the shooting, Mr. Iron. You ought to be able to find them.” 
 
    Lesson very embarrassingly learned, I held down the power button on my phone until it shut down. Then I considered my next step.  
 
    Yes, the idea to spy on the families of the other kids killed in the drive-by was a good one. With so much misinformation going around about that incident, it was an obvious focal point. And yeah, I still remembered every name and number I had talked to for that story. The experience of interviewing families whose children have been murdered is a horrible one, and I was not going to forget it any time soon. 
 
    But I had something else I wanted to investigate. 
 
    Becky. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 8 
 
    Yes, we had broken up. Yes, Becky would even tell you it had been mutual. But that was her side of the story. The truth was more like… once she heard I didn’t want to leave Montana, she decided we weren’t going to work. And I… well… I understood her logic. She did want out. Bad. She wasn’t going to stay here under any circumstances. 
 
    But there are gradations of mutual. She was a gorgeous woman. Like, the kind of woman a man can’t look away from. And when she wanted to, she knew how to wrap that figure in clothes that could make my eyes literally ache from staring too hard.  
 
    Plus, we had great conversations, we worked in almost the same job, we had gone to college only a year apart, we laughed at the same jokes… 
 
    So, when Becky had told me it wasn’t going to work, no, it wasn’t exactly, perfectly 50-50. It was just that I couldn’t deny her logic. Obviously, she wouldn’t want to get all emotionally wrapped up in a guy who wouldn’t come with her when she got her shot at Phoenix or Vegas or whatever. I could see why she wouldn’t want me. 
 
    But that didn’t mean I didn’t want her. 
 
    All of which meant I had to know whether Art Keen was telling the truth. Did Becky rat me out? Did my dream girl, who was just a little too upwardly mobile to keep, turn me in to the police? I wanted the truth. And the obvious first place to look was exactly where I had just come from: Becky’s apartment. 
 
    I know, I know. “Returning to the scene of the crime” and all that. It’s the most obvious thing cops look for. Never mind it was an active crime scene, and the Hunter Police might have a guard there overnight. 
 
    But I needed to know the truth about Becky. 
 
    I retraced my steps back out of the forest, taking some minor comfort in the idea that the HPD would be wasting a huge amount of manpower on a full search of the forest tomorrow. That would reduce their chances of finding me wherever I really went to hide. 
 
    Once out of the forest, I made my way back to Becky’s apartment complex as stealthily as I could. I found places that had been shoveled or plowed to keep from leaving obvious tracks in the snow. I stuck to the moon shadows, crept along fences and walls, crawled between cars, and finally knelt in the parking lot between a minivan and an SUV, staring at Becky’s place. Thankfully, I’d had that nap during the day because it was coming up on exactly 24 hours since I’d accosted her on the same front doorstep I could now see. 
 
    I could also see the shattered front picture window, and it brought home to me the folly of the entire enterprise. Becky wouldn’t be sleeping there. Not with an entirely destroyed main window in the middle of winter in Montana. The cops wouldn’t let her do anything about the window while they were still processing the scene for evidence.  
 
    The window itself reminded me that my troubles were deeper than just the Hunter police. Someone had tried to shoot me. I had been hiding behind the fridge for shelter from high caliber rounds when the cops had showed up.  
 
    No way the triggerman had been the HPD. Cops don’t snipe you — not unless it’s a hostage situation or something. They serve you with an arrest warrant, they shove your face in the carpet and snap cuffs on you, they scream Miranda warnings at you like they’re curse words. I knew all this firsthand now. 
 
    But they don’t lay in hiding with a hunting rifle and try to blow you away before you know they’re there. 
 
    I could only conclude that I had at least two enemies: the police who thought I murdered Judge Whalen, and whoever tried to shoot me through Becky’s window. At a guess, that second enemy was probably connected to the thug in the alley — the only person in this I had actually killed. 
 
    But thinking of the guy who took the shots at me in Becky’s apartment gave me an idea. From my vantage point, I could see the hole in her window. Obviously, the hole was a lot bigger than the bullet that had actually shattered it.  
 
    But assume the bullet had gone through roughly the center of that big hole.  
 
    From there, I knew where Becky’s couch was. From the location of Becky’s couch through the center of that hole in her window, I could trace a hypothetical line, and then I could imagine that line extending backward — from where the bullet hit, to where it went through the glass, to… 
 
    To a hill in the Hunter Forest where the sniper had to have lain. 
 
    I hadn’t learned anything about Becky by coming here, but I had gained something almost as valuable, and maybe even more: a next step in my investigation. Now I could go to that hill, find the place the sniper had fired from, and maybe learn something about him. 
 
    I was starting to feel like I was up against immensely powerful forces. The police themselves. The biggest drug dealer in the state. Corrupt cops, too. Some guy who had tried to shoot me with a long-range rifle. And some other guy who had tried to gun me down in an alley, only to have me get him instead. 
 
    Thinking of that just brought back all the complicated emotions, so I didn’t want to stay in that mental space long. 
 
    I didn’t. 
 
    At that moment, a squad car rolled into the parking lot, searchlight casting about, ready to illuminate any suspicious character lurking around the crime scene. 
 
    Like me. 
 
    I froze as the bright circle of floodlight whipped past my hiding space between the two cars. When it was gone, I began to back up but down on my knees as I was, backing up was a slow process, and there was no way I was going to stand up for this. Not with a police car mere feet away.   
 
    I backed away on all fours, desperate to get out of the place where the searchlight might easily find me. 
 
    That’s when I kicked the can. 
 
    Not figuratively, literally. Someone who had been in the SUV had apparently dropped a beer can out the door when they parked. My foot found it up against the tire, and it rattled backward, rolling across the asphalt, clanking at what seemed to me like 140 decibels. 
 
    I froze. Maybe they didn’t hear it? 
 
    But the sound of the police car’s tires rolling very slowly over the pavement suddenly stopped. Then, muffled and done as softly as possible, came the noise of car doors opening. And then a sound I wished I didn’t recognize. 
 
    Snaps being undone. 
 
    As in, the snaps that kept a cop’s sidearm secure in its leather holster when he wasn’t using it. 
 
    They would be using hand signals, I was sure. I felt like I could almost hear the sound of their hands waving through the air, fists clenching, pointing, indicating where they thought I was, and silently making a plan. I sprinted from the gap between the two cars to a bush at the corner of one of the buildings. 
 
    Just in time. Moments later, one of the two cops came around the corner of the parked minivan and leveled his handgun straight at the place I had been only moments ago. 
 
    Realizing I wasn’t there, he switched on a flashlight and cast the beam around the parking lot. I pulled my head behind the bush. When the beam moved away from me, I peeked back out. 
 
    I could see both cops from my new hiding place. I could see them look at each other, then at the surroundings. Then they both looked back down at the ground between them.  
 
    Oops. 
 
    One cop pointed. The other nodded. I couldn’t have seen it without their flashlight beam. There was a tiny little clump of wet pine needles and dirt right where I’d been kneeling. 
 
    It was residue from my hike through the forest. 
 
    One of the cops spoke. “He’s definitely here, just like you said, but we haven’t got eyes on him yet. We’ll keep you posted.” 
 
    I couldn’t hear the reply, which struck me as odd, because if he were using his radio, the person on the other end should have been audible through the speaker. 
 
    Then I realized his radio was on his belt, which meant he wasn’t speaking into that. He was probably wearing a Bluetooth earpiece. 
 
    Just like the thug in the alley. 
 
    That wasn’t standard operating procedure for the Hunter police. They carried walkie talkies for a reason, and if he were making an official report, he’d be using that. Using his phone meant something else entirely. 
 
    These might be cops, but they were not necessarily the good guys. And someone on the other end of that Bluetooth headset, apparently, was telling them exactly where I was. How? 
 
    The phone was powered off. They couldn’t track it anymore. Could they? Somehow, they knew I would be here in Becky’s parking lot, and the thing was, I hadn’t told anybody I was coming here. Not n00b, not anyone.  
 
    I had never heard of phones still being trackable even when powered down, but… 
 
    What else was there? How else could they possibly know where to find me? 
 
    It had to be my phone. 
 
    The problem was, as he had so gleefully pointed out, Phatskilzn00b was the last friend I had left. Unless you counted Ev Talbot, who was in prison, everyone involved in this whole situation either wanted to arrest me or kill me. Maybe Becky might still be on my side if N00b was right, but that was a long way from proven. 
 
    PhatSkilzN00b was the closest thing I had to an ally and without my phone, I would have no way to contact him. 
 
    Before I could make up my mind what to do about it, the officers gave me my chance to run. They moved off looking for me in a different direction. I jumped on it, leaving the phone for later. 
 
    The moment they did, I tiptoed in the opposite direction. Once I was at the fence to Becky’s complex, I came up off my haunches to just being bent over and moved a little bit faster, until I was far enough away that I could run. 
 
    After I cleared the area, I settled into a brisk walk to think. I couldn’t trust Becky. I couldn’t trust Art Keen. There were definitely at least a few members of the Hunter Police Department who were on the take.  
 
    And now I had no more way to reach the last friend I had — who, to be honest, I wasn’t sure I could trust either.  
 
    Instead of making progress, I was actively moving backwards. 
 
    And I wasn’t sure I had even learned that much about the actual crime to compensate for what I’d lost in terms of physical security. A drive-by shooting at Hunter High killed my partner’s daughter and my potential girlfriend. The police said it had been caused by a turf war between rival drug dealers, and the upstart dealer had been killed. Vicki Talbot was just collateral damage. 
 
    One thing PhatSkilzN00b was right about: people on meth did crazy things. You have to be seriously messed up to drive past a high school, stick your Glock out the window, and mow people down. I had seen enough meth cases as a police reporter; I found it easy to believe the drive-by shooting was drug-related. 
 
    A judge had let the prime suspect back on the streets. Ev Talbot and I had broken into that judge’s home to look for evidence that he was corrupt, an idea with such disastrous consequences I now wondered if Ev had maybe been a client of PhatSkilzN00b’s wacky tobaccy. We had, indeed, found some evidence. We had also found the judge dead. 
 
    Since then, I had learned that there were criminals who didn’t want me looking any further into it. The corruption that swept up Judge Whalen extended to the police department as well. The upstart drug dealer who had supposedly been the target of the drive-by wasn’t dead and, in fact, hadn’t even been in the area when it happened. But Vicki Talbot, who did die, suddenly showed up in a different light because it turned out she knew the corrupt judge. 
 
    I mulled it all over as I walked away from Becky’s apartment, until my head came back to exactly the clue I’d been thinking about before I almost got caught returning to the scene of the crime. 
 
    The sniping. 
 
    Earlier in the day, when someone had shot through Becky’s front window in an attempt to kill me, the shots had to come from somewhere. And by knowing where they had hit, and that they had passed through the window, I could take a decent guess at exactly where. 
 
    I had already made a rough estimate of the bullet’s trajectory. Ideally, of course, I would go back to Becky’s apartment to get a more precise one. There I could measure the angle from the bullet hole in her couch to the bullet hole in her window. Then, I could extend that line away from her home and follow it until I found the location where the sniper had fired. 
 
    Of course, with the police — corrupt or otherwise — looking for me at that exact spot, I couldn’t go back and take those precise measurements. Nevertheless, I knew basically where Becky’s window was in relation to my location. I knew basically where her couch was. 
 
    In my mind I redid my calculations, approximating the path a bullet would have had to follow to hit both. 
 
    My conclusion was the same. The line led straight back into the forest. 
 
    As I looked in that direction, the same conclusion I had already reached presented itself as the obvious path forward. There was a hill not too far inside the Hunter Forest that rose above the height of the ground level trees. It was roughly on my imaginary line from Becky’s couch and window. 
 
    It made sense. Whoever had shot at me, they wouldn’t want a lot of obstacles in their path. The hill provided a relatively clean shot. I didn’t like going back into the forest because I knew the Hunter Police Department would be showing up in force come the dawn. They had last seen me run in there — unless you counted the possibly crooked cops at Becky’s apartment — and so they would be following their procedures for a search for an armed suspect in uncertain terrain.  
 
    The cops would return at dawn. I couldn’t stay in the forest long. 
 
    But I had to go in. Whoever had shot at me had been on that hill. There might be a clue. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 9 
 
    This time, I went through the forest slightly quicker. I wanted a quick in-and-out, so I did my best to hustle through the twigs and underbrush in the direction of the hill I had identified from Becky’s apartment. 
 
    Once my steps started getting harder from gaining elevation, I knew I was in the right place. Soon, climbing the hill had me sweating and breathing faster, but before long I made my way to the top of the slight rise and started scanning for any signs I might be able to identify in the moonlight. 
 
    Moonlight wasn’t much to go on though. In the dim illumination, all the leaves and twigs looked the same. Finally, I found one place where I could clearly see Becky’s apartment complex through the trees. At this distance, I couldn’t see her broken window.  
 
    But if I had been looking through a three by nine scope, I might have. 
 
    Down at my feet, I saw that I was clearly in the right place. The snow had all been brushed away to minimize how wet the sniper got while laying here. Dirt, leaves, and dried small branches had been disturbed. What looked like boot prints were all around the area.  
 
    I tried to look at the tracks, but I was no good at that kind of stuff. I grew up hunting but for deer and elk, not people. I could see the first few letters of a very common brand name on one of the prints, but I was no Sherlock Holmes — I didn’t have a database of boot makers and the imprints of their soles filed away in my head. 
 
    I did find a shell casing. The bullets fired at me when I’d been trying to relax in my ex-girlfriend’s home had been .308 caliber, manufactured by one of the cheapo ammo brands they sold at WalMart. 
 
    That told me something: the man who had tried to shoot me with a hunting rifle was not a serious shooter. 
 
    From my college biathlon days, I knew that ammo was at least as big a part of accuracy as the rifle itself. People who shoot long range for accuracy pay as much attention to their cartridges, powder, and bullets as they do to their gun — maybe more.  
 
    They don’t shoot cheap steel-case cartridges from a sloppy factory. 
 
    Calling the man who tried to shoot me a sniper was giving him too much credit. He wasn’t a sniper; he was just a guy with a rifle and no real sense how to use it. I couldn’t sneer too much about it, though. His poor choice of ammo had probably saved my life when he missed the first time. 
 
    Now I knew something about one of my opponents. It felt like major progress. If I couldn’t turn my phone on without the police finding me, I wasn’t sure I would ever talk to PhatSkilzn00b again. If I did, though, at least I would have something to report. 
 
    I trotted down from the hill as the moon sunk into the west, eager to be out of the forest before the massive police manhunt began tomorrow. The cops would be looking for me in here. That was a great opportunity to be somewhere else. 
 
    But where? 
 
    I could go snoop around the families of the other kids killed in the drive-by. That’s what my anonymous hacker ally wanted me to do. And it did make a certain kind of sense. But that left me with the same problem: If I couldn’t turn my phone on, how would I check in with him when I learned anything? 
 
    I had a different idea. 
 
    PhatSkillzN00b had mentioned the skyline in his last messages. Hunter, Montana, didn’t exactly have much of a skyline. That I could think of, there were exactly five buildings in Hunter taller than ten stories. And the downtown — the oldest and most developed area of Hunter where all the tall buildings were — was right at the bend in the river where the old trading post had been in the Wild West days. Which meant there were no dwellings with a view of the “skyline” to the east or south. 
 
    And the forest meant there were none to the north. 
 
    That narrowed it down considerably.  PhatSkilzN00b could only be in one fourth of the town in order to have a real view of the skyline, but that wasn’t narrow enough; I needed more. 
 
    The more I thought about it, though, the more I realized there were other clues in the messages I’d had from him. I wished I could look at my phone, so I could read back through them all, but the cops homing in on my location data at Becky’s place made that impossible. I had to work from memory. 
 
    He said he lived in an apartment complex. Hunter was not a huge city, and single-family dwellings were far and away the norm here. Yes, there were definitely apartments in Hunter but not an uncountable number. 
 
    An apartment complex on the west side of town. 
 
    Now we were in striking distance of figuring out how to find the anonymous computer hacker who had gotten way too deep in this business. He knew entirely too much about… 
 
    I swore. 
 
    I let out a whole series of words the Hunter Post would never let me print.  
 
    PhatSkilzN00b may have tracked me through my phone, but he had never seen me in person, especially not for the last two nights. If he knew what I was wearing, it wasn’t from seeing me in it. 
 
    His crack about 90’s music. 
 
    He had joked about people who like 90’s Swedish disco. Which I don’t; that just happened to be the T-shirt that fit me when I was stealing clothes. 
 
    From the on-site laundry facilities of an apartment complex on the west end. 
 
    I swore again. 
 
    Somehow, I had managed to steal clothing from the exact dryer that someone I hadn’t even met at the time was using. Someone who would go on to be so near the center of this mystery that one could be forgiven for thinking they were at the very heart of it. 
 
    Coincidence didn’t cover it. Not even close. 
 
    With dawn still a couple hours off, I headed back to the apartment complex where I’d stolen my clothes the other night, determined to find out who PhatSkilzN00b really was and just how he had gotten so involved in Judge Whalen’s murder. 
 
    *** 
 
    Like most of America, the apartment complex started to come alive around five in the morning and went through a gradual awakening over the next couple hours.  Lights winked on behind curtains, dogs were let out to do their business, and an early-riser or two wandered out to their vehicles to motor off to work. 
 
    Through it all, I crouched behind a bush, watching for someone. 
 
    Who, I didn’t know. How I would recognize him, I didn’t know. But PhatSkilzN00b lived in this collection of cheap dwelling units somewhere and if there was any way to meet him and ask him some questions, I intended to do it.  
 
    My hiding place wasn’t all that sophisticated. I wedged myself inside an evergreen bush at the corner of one of the buildings. The stucco walls weren’t all that comfortable to lean against, and neither were the needles, but as long as I kept still, I felt like my chances of being spotted were pretty small. 
 
    Each building in the apartment complex was three stories high. Each of them had a staircase leading up the outside and two stacks of units: one on either side of the stairs. That gave a total of six units per building, and three buildings in the complex. Plus, the non-residential building that held the laundry facility.  
 
    From my location along the wall, I could see the people who left two of the three buildings pretty easily. The building I was hiding against was harder, but most of those who had come out from there so far seemed to be heading to parking spaces I could see. I felt like my position was working out fairly well. 
 
    The problem remained that I had no idea what my quarry looked like. I may have tracked him to his home, but how to recognize him still eluded me. PhatSkilzN00b claimed to be the second person selling drugs at Hunter High, so he was almost certainly a high school student. I had seen several people go by this morning who seemed about the right age, but none of them looked like a drug dealer to me or a computer nut.  
 
    Not that that meant anything, of course. My stereotypes for how this person would look were all hoodies and expensive basketball shoes, but I recognized that as prejudice and tried to keep my eye on everybody. 
 
    I wasn’t prepared for them to keep eyes on me first. 
 
    From above me, I heard a loud voice spitting out a profane expletive. 
 
    Above me. 
 
    Crap. Crap. Crap. All my thoughts about concealment had been based on people not seeing me as they walked down the sidewalks along the parking lot, but my bush rested right next to one of the stairways leading to second and third floor apartments. Now, a blue-haired girl of about high school age stared down at me with her jaw slack and her eyes wide. She was on the last flight of stairs before the ground. 
 
    The thing was, looking up at her, she didn’t look surprised or afraid — the way any of us might look if we caught someone hiding in the bushes near our home. 
 
    It was a look of recognition. 
 
    All at once, memories of every instant message conversation I had had with PhatSkilzN00b poured through my head like a river. Never once had there been any confirmation that it was a male. Becky said she had never met “him” in person. And, in fact, PhatSkilzN00b had once referred to “that person” when we were discussing the drive-by. However, for as long as our relationship extended, everything about the real person behind the anonymous screen name had been an assumption on my part. 
 
    “Phat Skills Noob?” I whispered aloud, staring up at her. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Iron?” 
 
    “It is you!” 
 
    She swore. “Shouldn’t have said that, but it’s done now; got to just plow through. Are you crazy though? You’re going to get me arrested!” 
 
    “I need to talk to you!” 
 
    “Ever heard of Signal? It’s only the way we’ve been talking for two days now. Can’t imagine why you would have thought of it.” 
 
    “Ever since the cops tracked me down using it, I’ve been afraid to turn it on.” 
 
    “Huh.” That gave her pause. Finally, “I guess it’s not surprising. Sooner or later they had to do the smart thing. But still, Iron, I didn’t invite you into my real life. This is serious stuff for me. I’ve got a 4.0 GPA, National Honors Society, and a full ride scholarship waiting for me if I can just get through four more months of Hunter High. I can’t go to jail. Get out of here.” 
 
    “No. Noob, or whatever your name is, I spent last night figuring out how involved you’ve been in this thing from the very beginning. Somehow, that was your stupid T-shirt I stole from the dryer. You’re the one who likes 90’s music not me, but you gave it away by talking about that. 
 
    “And it’s too big a coincidence that I just somehow randomly chose the one unlocked laundry room in Hunter Montana to borrow some clothes from and purely by chance later ended up depending on the owner of the clothes for my survival. Way too big to believe in. So, I want some answers. You’re not telling me everything, not by a long shot.” 
 
    She looked down at me, then away into the parking lot — probably at her car. Then at me again, then away. Choosing whether to stay and talk or go to school. 
 
    “Come on,” she hissed and trotted back up the stairs. I emerged from my hiding place and followed her. 
 
    “PhatSkilzN00b’s” (it was really hard to keep calling her that, now that I saw a clean-cut, bright-eyed young girl, artificial hair color or not) first act was to grab an iPad off the couch and tap on it for a moment. I looked at her and lifted an eyebrow, so she explained herself. 
 
    “Mom has her iPhone text messages hooked up to this iPad. She’s not a techie; she doesn’t really understand that lets me call myself in sick with it.” 
 
    “Handy trick. Wish I’d have thought of that when I was in high school.” 
 
    “Which was, what, five years ago, Iron? Six? You could have. It’s not like iMessage is breakout technology or something. You’re just a rube when it comes to tech. Anyway, it helps to be a straight A student, too. No one asks too many questions when I call in sick for myself because I’m…” 
 
    I could hear it in her voice. She almost said her name. 
 
    “Because I’m too much of a brownnoser to ever skip school,” she finished. 
 
    “What is your name?” I asked, latching onto the part she omitted at the last second. “You know mine.” 
 
    She chewed on her lower lip. 
 
    “Well, you know where I live. Even a luddite like you can run the name down with that. I’m Jaden, Iron. Jaden Waverly.” 
 
    “Thank you. I really hate saying… that screen name aloud. It’s one thing to type it but coming out of the mouth it just sounds so … nerdy.” 
 
    “I am a nerd.” 
 
    “I guess. Nerds aren’t usually drug dealers though.” 
 
    “Neither am I. Not anymore.” 
 
    Again, I asked the question with my eyebrows. 
 
    “Don’t be stupid. I could have been killed in that drive-by, Iron. I know the kids who did get killed — well, knew. I had classes with Ms. Talbot. I made a mistake. I get that. I will never, ever do it again.” 
 
    “What got you hooked?” I asked her. 
 
    “Hooked? I thought I told you I get all A’s. I never used the crap.” 
 
    “Then why sell it, Jaden?” I asked, trying out her real name. 
 
    “You are such an idiot. Look at this dump, Iron.” 
 
    She waved her hand around her, and for the first time I took in the Walmart futon, the cheap plywood TV stand, the tiny-screen TV. The clothes laying around the living room were all threadbare, polyester and made in China. 
 
    “Mom never had any money even before she had me. Throw in raising a kid all by yourself all the way through high school, and it gets a lot worse than just not having money. We’re poor, Iron. We’re really poor. 
 
    “But in the past couple of months, since I figured out I could beat Killer Don’s price on weed just by reselling what I could order on the dark web, everything’s better. I’ve been able to fix car problems Mom didn’t know she had, sneak a few gallons of gas into the tank when she’s not paying attention, buy some clothes for myself instead of her having to get them from thrift shops for me... and besides, I didn’t know I’d get that scholarship until this month. I might have had to pay for college myself because Lord knows she won’t be able to.  
 
    “I don’t want to hear a lecture, Iron. I get that I got the money by feeding my fellow students’ bad habits. I learned. I won’t do it anymore. Someone literally trying to murder you helps with education. So does reading in the paper that you actually were killed. But Mom’s car’s timing belt got replaced before it broke, and she was pretty darn happy when she had fifty bucks left over before her next payday this time.” 
 
    I sat silent for a little while after her outburst. Finally, I said, “You’re not who I expected.” 
 
    “You had a screen name and a lot of sarcasm. You can’t have expected to form an accurate impression of someone from that.” 
 
    I gave her half a smile and shook my head. “So, if you’re clear of school now, why not tell me how you got involved with all this. I already told you that the idea I just randomly stole your T-shirt from the laundry, and then later randomly met you through Becky, and you randomly turn out to be the only person who will help me… it’s too much to believe. It wasn’t random.” 
 
    “Of course not. I led you here.” 
 
    I just stared at her, waiting for more. 
 
    “Well, I mean, I never meant to lead you to me personally. I’m still pretty freaked out that a wanted criminal is in my mom’s apartment. You have to leave before you ruin Mom’s and my life. But I led you to our laundromat, left the door unlocked for you, and left some clothes in it that would fit you. You’re lucky I’ve got some weight to lose and you’re such a fitness nut, Iron. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have had anything you could wear.” 
 
    “If you were deliberately leaving clothes out for me, you couldn’t have done better than an Ace of Base T-shirt? How do you even know who they are? At least I was only born a couple years after they had a hit. In your case, it was almost a decade. Really? ‘Happy Nation?’” 
 
    “Hey look, jerk. I already told you we’re poor. My clothes come from the thrift shop, alright? I don’t give a rip about who Ace of Base was or when their songs were popular, but someone brought their T-shirt to Goodwill after it didn’t sell in a garage sale, and that makes me a fan.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I’m sorry, Jaden. I was trying to joke about music. I’m sorry. Still, how did you even know who I was? How did you know I would need clothes to get into? Why did you lead me there? How?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you on one condition, Iron.” 
 
    “What is it?  
 
    “That you stop asking about me and start asking about what really happened at that drive-by. I asked you to look into Art Keen. So far, you’ve done everything but, including barging into my real life and putting my mom and me at risk as my reward for helping you. So if I tell you why you know me, my price is for you to serious up and start some real investigative journalism here because I picked you out for this job, and so far you’re a massive disappointment.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 10 
 
    Stung, I just sat there not meeting her eyes for a while, until I could finally say, “OK, yeah. Art Keen after this. You’re just as unpleasant to talk to in person as you are online, ‘PhatSkilzN00b.’” 
 
    She ignored the snark. “I knew you would need somewhere to hide and some new clothes because I sent you there, Mr. Iron. I was your anonymous phone call that started all of this for you.” 
 
    I did a double take. “You? But that was a…” 
 
    I had been about to say, “That was a man,” but the voice on the other end of the line had whispered so hoarsely, I could now see I’d made a mistake. 
 
    “Yeah. That was a man. Same thing you thought about PhatSkilzNoob before you met me. Same thing my fellow Hunter High Cougars think of the anonymous person online who used to hook them up with their MJ fix for cheap.” 
 
    “Why the deception?” 
 
    “First of all, I never deceived. I just let you make whatever assumption you wanted. It’s your own sexism that makes you think anyone important must be a man. And second, Iron, hello? Duh? I was selling drugs! What did you expect me to do, hand out business cards with my home address? It’s not a situation where you want people to know your real name, so I’d hang out in the same Discord channels HH kids hung out in, make some DM connections, and tell them if they hit my wallet with some Bitcoin or Monero, and left their car unlocked in the school parking lot, they’d find some good MJ there the next day. High quality, not that garbage Killer Don sells. No drama; no one knows who I am.” 
 
    “So anyway — again with the asking about me instead of about what’s important, by the way — anyway, I heard the guns go off outside the school and screamed until my throat hurt. I came through the door and found the carnage. People were saying some thugs drove by in a black SUV and let off a lot of gunfire. Ms. Talbot was dead and three kids, too. It was a horrible time for everyone but especially horrible when people who sound a lot like drug dealers shoot up the school parking lot and you happen to be a rival drug dealer. I about went crazy. 
 
    “And then your story comes out in the Hunter Post about how it was a gang-related shooting, just like I thought when it happened. Scary enough. And then I read that the rival drug dealer was killed. And now I’m totally out of my mind with fear because not only do they want me dead, someone actually told them I was. 
 
    “You’ve been through some stuff since this started, Iron, so I guess maybe by now you have some idea of what it’s like to wrap your brain around the idea that someone actually, physically, real world intends that your mental functioning cease. It scared the daylights out of me. 
 
    “I knew who my competition was at HH. Loser named Don Huang. He calls himself Killer Don. Rumor says he actually has. Killed I mean. Because of the rumor, everyone else calls him that, too. I started digging into his digital footprint. Found the stuff that led to Ram Castro. Sent it to the cops from a burner email account. I figured I’d sit back and watch the trial and when Castro and Huang went to Deer Lodge, I could go on about my life in peace.” 
 
    She was referring to the Montana State Prison, located in Deer Lodge. 
 
    “No more drugs, no more gangs, no more people trying to kill me. It would be like I never made the stupid mistake of selling the weed in the first place. I’d be back to the life of an honor student. I could spend whatever I had left over from the drugs maybe doing something for the families of the kids who died.” 
 
    I interrupted her to say, “That’s… that’s a good thought, Jaden. I’m glad to hear that about you.” 
 
    “I’m not here for your approval, Iron. Anyway, you know what happens next. The County Attorney decides to go straight for the big fish. Castro shows up in District Court, takes a bow, and walks back out. The law hasn’t even gotten to Huang yet because they’re still dealing with the shock of Whalen slapping them down on Castro. 
 
    “So, I start looking at Whalen. He’s every hacker’s favorite kind of mark. Loves the convenience of technology but hates having to remember passwords. Boom. There I am looking at the live feed from his home security system. And I kept looking. I monitored it for days. Ram Castro tried to kill me, or so I thought. I wanted him in prison so I could feel safe. And this judge kept him out of prison. I parked on his Wi-Fi router and freakin’ streamed every last detail of his life. Keyloggers on his laptops, backdoors, everything. His home security cameras made it easy. 
 
    “Finally, it paid off. A guy shows up at the judge’s house. It’s my not-friend, Don Huang. Mrs. Whalen isn’t there. Just the judge. Killer Don comes to the door, knocks — I’m watching all this on my hacked feed from his home security system — and Whalen opens the door. 
 
    “Dude walks away. 
 
    “But he leaves a briefcase behind. Whalen picks it up. Takes it inside. Opens it. And those fancy cameras he bought from Amazon are high def enough to show me the stacks of green paper in it.” 
 
    She shrugged. “What to do with this information? I had just sworn off my life of crime, thanks to being almost murdered, so I’m not going to break in for the evidence myself. So… get someone else. An anonymous tip to the reporter who’s been covering this story from the beginning, and who happens to have been dating the woman who died, so he’s got extra motivation. Problem solved. 
 
    “Or so I thought. I was watching Judge Whalen’s security cameras when you and Ev broke in. I watched you go all the way through the house. When you turned on the lights in the basement. Once it was illuminated down there, that was the first time I could see anything on that camera. And when I did, I was as scared as you obviously were. The man was dead. Things kept getting more complicated, not less for me. 
 
    “Anyway, I saw you get out. I figured I needed you free to keep investigating, so I tried to figure out what you’d need. A warm place to sleep and some fresh, unseen-by-police clothes, for one. I made use of some root access I gained to the city’s public service computer systems a while ago. Turned off a series of streetlights to give you the darkness you’d need to stay hidden. Made sure the path of non-functioning streetlights led to my building. Went down to the laundry room and left it unlocked for you. 
 
    “Just to make sure, I played around with your Maps account on your phone to make sure it highlighted my place on any relevant searches you did.” 
 
    She held up a phone, showing me the app on her screen. “I use a hacker app called Traxxem. It’s supposed to sound like ‘Tracks’em.’ You can’t get it in the Play Store. You’re giving your location data away all the time, Iron, just like everyone else. Whether it’s Facebook or your local coffee shop’s coupon app, all of those can collect location data, and only the smartest of the smart users turn it off on every one of them. Then, every time one of those companies has a data breach, Traxxem hoovers it all up, puts it in its own dbase, and makes it possible for someone like me to track every contact in their address book. 
 
    “When the security cameras at Whalen’s house showed me that you were on the run, I had a look at you here just to make sure everything was going well. I saw you following my path of malfunctioning streetlights. And here we are.” 
 
    “You set me up for all of this!” 
 
    “No. Don’t be stupid, Iron. I didn’t know he was going to get murdered. I thought you were going to just get the proof and break a huge story. I thought I was doing you a favor.” 
 
    “Still… I wouldn’t be in this situation without you.” 
 
    “You’re a reporter. This is your job.” 
 
    “I tell stories. I print the news. I don’t put drug dealers behind bars!” 
 
    “There’s a story here. A judge was bribed, then murdered. Kids at my school were killed by gang members. This is your job.” 
 
    I wanted to disagree, but I would never forget the press and reporters who had covered my own father like he was a hero without ever looking into his dark side. I also remembered Becky’s words: “We’re both reporters; we both cover stories with sketchy people as part of our job. Some element of danger is sometimes part of our lives.” 
 
    Ev Talbot had taught me most of what I knew about real world journalism. And Ev Talbot was a man who had literally risked his life to get to the truth. It almost cost him his life. It did cost him his career. And now he sat in a prison cell. Ev seemed increasingly crazy lately. The idea to break in was definitely crazy. 
 
    But it was also brave. He may very well have given his freedom to get the story. And he’d gone into it willingly. 
 
    Most of being a reporter is workaday stuff. Mostly you get emails about news, you cut and paste from the email, you click submit, you wait for your editor to use his “publish” authorization on the Content Management System, the story goes live online, and then you feel either secure in your job or not based on the number of clicks it gets. 
 
    But sometimes, there’s something beyond the workaday stuff. Sometimes, something reminds you of the ideals of the business. 
 
    Everyone who starts a career starts it for a reason. They have hopes and dreams of where it will lead. Lawyers envision themselves locking up criminals or defending the innocent. Business school graduates do it because they envision a future with financial means in it.  Reporters are like everyone else; we have a flattering picture of who we are, where our careers will take us, and who we’d be if the chips were down. 
 
    PhatSkilz…no, that screen name wasn’t serious enough. A teenage girl named Jaden Waverly was asking me to live up to that flattering self-image I had. She sought me out and brought me in because she needed someone who would find the truth and tell the world, even at substantial risk to himself. Most days, that wasn’t who I was, but it was who I wanted to be when I had enrolled in journalism school. 
 
    “OK, Jaden. Time for my end of the bargain. Art Keen. I can’t just walk into the police station and interview him like I could have a few days ago. Do you have a better plan?” 
 
    “Not yet. Sending Becky was actually a surprisingly good plan. I want to check with her and find out what she learned.” 
 
    “She turned me in!” 
 
    “Art Keen says she turned you in. That’s a totally different ballgame. Listen, Iron: get some sleep. I imagine you’ve been running all night. You can use my bed but: You. Will. Be. Gone. Before. 2:00! Got it?” 
 
    “Why 2:00?” 
 
    “That’s when my mom comes home from work. And you’ve already used up your allowance of mess-up-my-life points. I’m going to go to school, tell them I’m feeling better, and send some IMs back and forth with Becky to try to figure out what’s going on. Tonight, you and I can try for Art Keen again.” 
 
    “Where do I meet you after I leave to avoid your mom? Jeez, this makes me feel like something out of a bad teenage comedy.” 
 
    “You think that’s bad, Iron, just imagine how it will be for me if my mom finds a 20-something man hiding in my bedroom. So be gone by 2:00. Then, when it’s been dark for a few hours, come back and hide in the same bush where I found you. When I’m ready, I’ll come out and meet you.” 
 
    Next, she handed me an anonymous black plastic and glass rectangle. The screen glowed to life briefly when I touched it. 
 
    I threw her a skeptical look. “You’re, like, a computer nut, Jaden. It’s hard to believe you’re just giving me your phone.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “Right. ‘My’ phone. Iron, up until a week ago, I used to sell mary jane, OK? And even without that, I do a lot of hacking stuff that’s marginally legal. The only thing that might remotely be called ‘my’ phone sits in my purse untouched most of the day. For anything real, I have burner phones. I get a new one every time I have to actually speak to a customer by voice. Or just once a week if I haven’t had to switch before then. This is the one I was about to trade out anyway. You can use it until we solve this whole problem.” 
 
    “You can afford a new phone every week? I thought you said you were poor.” 
 
    “My mom’s poor. I’m about to be again. But for now, I’m still spending that dark web weed money. So take the phone; it’s loaded up with all the apps I usually use. If a text comes in or it rings, it’s me. No one else knows the number.” 
 
    Grabbing it from my pocket to show her, I said, “I’ve been afraid to turn my own back on since you told me about tracking.” 
 
    Her eyes went wide, and Jaden snapped it out of my hand.  
 
    “You brought your phone here!? Come on Iron! This is my home. There’s no need to draw the whole world. Start having some sense. You take that one. This, I’m taking to school to put somewhere where it won’t get my mom in trouble. 
 
    “And be gone by 2:00, Iron. If my mom finds you here, you will ruin my life. And that’s a rock bottom way to repay the only person who’s helped you.” 
 
    She gave me the PIN, I pocketed the phone, and my new friend Jaden Waverly finally left. It was easy to tell which bedroom was hers. The same nowhere-in-nature shade of electric blue as her hair covered everything: bedsheets, paint on the walls, half of the clothes. She obviously had a favorite color.  
 
    I felt like the world’s grossest dirtbag climbing onto a teenage girl’s bed, but I needed the sleep so bad, my body wouldn’t let me care too long. I was asleep within moments of my head touching the pillow. I didn’t even get around to taking my clothes off. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 11 
 
    The scream woke me up. 
 
    A woman in early middle age, her slightly graying hair cut short above her neck, stood in the open door screaming and staring at me. She wore blue scrubs, like a doctor or nurse.  
 
    She kept screaming. 
 
    It was taking me longer than usual to make the transition from sleep to full wakefulness. Part of that was how tired I had been when I laid down. Another part of it was that her screaming had my own synapses swimming in fear, and I couldn’t settle down and focus enough to even figure out where I was, what was going on, and who she might be. 
 
    Still screaming. But now also backing out of the room and grabbing for her cell phone. 
 
    That gave me focus. 
 
    I bolted out of the bed, threw back open the door she had just closed, and she screamed again as I came out. I hated myself for it, but I grabbed the phone out of her hand. Still nothing but incoherent screams from her. 
 
    “Mrs. Waverly! Calm down! I can explain! I’m no threat to you!” 
 
    Grabbing her phone away from her probably hadn’t exactly made that believable. She didn’t stop screaming. 
 
    I had lost track of how long that had been going on, but this was an apartment complex, and a cheap one at that. The walls were paper thin. The neighbors definitely heard all this screaming. It would only be so long before someone came to help her. 
 
    Regretting it bitterly, I pushed her aside and ran for the door. I kept running until long after my strength had given out. 
 
    *** 
 
    I was afraid to go back into the forest. The cops had to be looking for me there by now.  On the other hand, wandering the streets of my hometown when my face had been splashed all over every screen in the city limits felt too scary for me to do that either. Normally, the small-town feel of Hunter was one of the reasons I didn’t want to leave but when you’re trying not to be recognized, it works against you. 
 
    When I finally slowed to a walk after leaving Jaden’s screaming mother behind, my mind refused to slow down alongside my body. My thoughts raced from “Jaden’s never going to speak to me again” to “I have to keep my promise to her to investigate Art Keen.” And it was the latter that gave me the next step in my odyssey.  
 
    It was around 3:00 p.m. on a weekday. Art Keen was at work. 
 
    And I needed a place to lie low where I wouldn’t have half the town staring at me, wondering if I was that criminal they showed on the TV news. At Art’s house, I could kill two birds with one stone. I could maybe — maybe — restore some of Jaden’s trust in me after I got caught by her mother by doing what I promised her I would do. And at the same time, I could be out of the public eye. 
 
    I headed in that direction, all the time dreading my call from Jaden when she got out of school. That kid was the last person left in this business who seemed to be on my side. I didn’t want to lose her help but when she heard about my encounter with her mom, she was going to be well beyond just mad. 
 
    In Montana in early January, by three in the afternoon, the sun is already heading for the horizon, but it was not so dark that I couldn’t see. My route took me past the Hunter Regional Airport, where I took note of an ominous fact. 
 
    The Gulfstream Five was back. 
 
    Gleaming and sleek on the runway outside the executive air terminal, it looked like a stiletto with wings. It was Ram Castro’s lawyer’s plane, or at least the plane he came here on. Castro had left with him. Now it was back. 
 
    Did that mean Castro was back in town? If so, why? Whatever Judge Whalen had said at trial, Castro had fled the moment he got out of the courtroom and gotten away with it. What could bring him back? 
 
    Nothing good, I was sure. I wanted to run over and get a closer look at the plane, but I resisted the temptation. Number one, it was likely to be dangerous. Castro was the boss of the Sureste cartel’s distribution network here. He probably had hired muscle hanging around his plane, looking for exactly that — nosey people looking too closely. 
 
    Besides which, I had broken my promise to Jaden to be gone before her mom got home. I wasn’t sure if it would be enough, but the only thing that I could even imagine making up for it was to keep my promise: I had to investigate Art Keen. 
 
    Still, that plane was not a good omen. 
 
    By the time I finally made it to Art’s house — keeping mostly to back alleys and the quietest streets I could find — it was nearly dark. The good news? Nearly dark meant no one got that great a look at my face. The bad news? Art was a 9-5 guy, and now I had only an hour to search his house for evidence. 
 
    The moment I got inside I found it. 
 
    Art’s security was a lot harder to get past than Judge Whalen’s. He didn’t have smart devices everywhere with his birthday as the PIN, but he did have a top-hinged basement window that wasn’t well-latched. I pushed it open and, skinny ex-biathlete that I was, slipped through to the basement. Scraped up my back a bit, but the pain was worth it to be out of the cold and out of sight. 
 
    At first, I just stood there, leaning against the wall, warming up. Art was not the kind of person who turned the thermostat down before he went to work, so I had a nice, toasty seventy degrees to put some of the feeling back into my fingertips. 
 
    As I stood there, I pulled my borrowed phone out of my pocket. No notifications on the screen. I used the PIN she had given me to open it up and check the text and voice messages just to be sure, but there was nothing. The more time that went by, the more worried I became. Maybe she was too mad to speak to me. Maybe she would never speak to me again. Trying to find out who killed the Judge with no help at all was a scary thought. 
 
    I had dropped into Art Keen’s den, where a TV longer than I was tall utterly dominated one wall. The furniture was genuine leather. A liquor cabinet on the wall held bottles with unpronounceable Scottish words and numbers like 25 and 18. Next to the super high-end booze was a gun case with a glass front that held a polished, custom-wood-stock, engraved .338 Lapua hunting rifle. 
 
    When Ev Talbot and I had gone hunting together last fall, he had used a cheap, off-the-shelf rifle with a black plastic stock. Art, though… Art’s hunting rifle was the opposite. A .338  Lapua is a long-range accuracy caliber. People compare it to the .50 BMG sniper rifles the military uses in the Middle East. Nothing in that caliber is ever cheap and when you throw in the walnut thumbhole stock, the engraving, not to mention the gargantuan-screen TV and the leather furniture… 
 
    It all made me remember what Becky had said about Art: 
 
    “Pretty much zero upward mobility. If you know you’re never going to add to your paycheck the old-fashioned way, might as well think outside the box.” 
 
    That was a sweet rifle. The old target shooter in me wanted to pick it up and handle it a little bit, but I was there for a reason, and it wasn’t just to get warm and stay out of sight. Art Keen might have been a friend, but nothing that had happened since Ev and I broke into the judge’s house made him look like a knight in shining armor. I needed to know more about him. 
 
    I started in on the same treatment Ev and I had given Judge Whalen’s home. Everything on the walls, I looked behind. Those gorgeous cabinets for guns and liquor? Pulled those out of place to look at the floor beneath them.  
 
    There was a safe, but its location was much more prosaic: in the closet in the master bedroom. And, unfortunately, Art’s track record of being better than the judge at security continued. His birthday did nothing for the combination lock, and I gave up after a couple more guesses for fear it might have an alarm. 
 
    Jaden wasn’t texting. It was getting closer and closer to 5:00, when I’d have to get out of Art’s house lest I get caught. That meant my teenage accomplice had been out of school for over an hour and still hadn’t gotten in touch. My heart sank as I visualized her mother telling her about the “home invasion.” I had overslept, and the price for my failure was losing my last ally. 
 
    Four fifty-five. Time to go before Art got home. Hunter’s not very big; he could drive from the station to his place in substantially less than half an hour. 
 
    I liberated a nice winter coat from his closet. Art was a bigger man than me, so it made me look like a tent, but it would be a lot warmer than just my T-shirt. 
 
    I debated borrowing some other things from him as well. That pricey scotch of his had been looking good the whole time I’d been here and, after almost three days on the run, I could really have used a drink. However, intoxication seemed like a sure way to make myself easier to catch, so I left it alone. I let myself out Art’s back door, locked it behind me, and went out into the alley behind his house.  
 
    An icy slap in the face from the sub-freezing temperatures informed me rather rudely that the comfort of Art’s home was well and truly over. At 5:00, it was already night outside, and the ambient air temperature reflected that fact. Winter in Montana was a dark, cold time. Normally, the early dark was my least favorite part about living there. However, at that moment, darkness was my friend. I walked down the street in my stolen hooded, camo hunting coat and even if Art himself had seen me, he probably wouldn’t have recognized me. In the dark with the face mostly covered, everybody looks pretty similar. 
 
    I kept glancing at my phone hoping to hear from Jaden, but no luck. Every time I did glance at the phone, I had to take my ungloved hand out of the coat’s warm pocket and into the freezing air, so the frequency with which I kept looking slowly went down. 
 
    I had to face the fact that I was on my own now. I had broken her trust one too many times by letting her mom catch me. Now, she was refusing to speak to me.  
 
    I kept walking, just one more Montanan in a bulky winter coat with most of his head covered, staring at a glowing electronic screen as I walked. I felt like if I stared at the phone hard enough and long enough, eventually my last ally would come back. That was how I first encountered her after all — as anonymous text messages on the screen. 
 
    Meeting her in person had changed my interaction with Jaden. At first, she had just been an anonymous, sarcastic presence on my screen. However, when I had gotten to know the poor, struggling high school kid behind all the ironic bluster, I couldn’t help but see my sister. I felt bad about bringing all this trouble into her life; I wanted to live up to the expectations she had for me. 
 
    I wanted to do what I hadn’t done at nine-years-old in my family’s living room. I wanted to protect her. 
 
    I thought about going back to her apartment to try to apologize, but after the way I had encountered her mom, I’d be shocked if Mrs. Waverly hadn’t called the cops. There was a hundred percent chance they’d be staking out the place, waiting for me to come back. I couldn’t apologize to Jaden that way. 
 
    Besides, she was probably grounded for inviting a wanted criminal into their home. 
 
    The icy northern night made it hard to keep one hand out of my pockets to hold the phone. I tucked them both into the puffy, insulated sides of Art’s coat and kept walking, turning over and over the facts of the case. 
 
    Art Keen was rich – or at least comfortably well-off. He was way more well-off than a small-town cop had any right to be. It didn’t prove he was corrupt, but it sure did add to the list of questions piling up around him. My erstwhile online friend had a point: letting me go when the police had me might seem to put him on my side, but it was not the action of an honest officer of the law. 
 
    I just couldn’t get my mind off the kid. The guilt of having failed at the one thing she asked of me — don’t mess up her mother’s life — was a termite gnawing at the foundation of my psyche. 
 
    I pulled the phone she’d given me back out of my pocket, checking the text messages and incoming calls one more time. Of course, I had the ring and vibrate set to maximum because I didn’t want to miss it if she contacted meso visually checking one more time wasn’t really necessary, but I hated the way she had simply broken off contact with me. 
 
    Idly, I thumbed back and forth through the screens of the phone. If it had been my own, I’d have been absent-mindedly tapping the Facebook or Twitter app, but Jaden was way too paranoid about online security to have either of those installed. 
 
    The memory hit me so hard I stopped in the middle of the sidewalk, nearly slipping on some pressed down, week-old snow. 
 
    She wouldn’t have Facebook or Twitter installed, but she had told me she had her own usual apps on here. She’d mentioned Discord channels. She obviously made heavy use of Signal. Maybe I could use one of those to contact her; maybe I could reach out to her to apologize and start trying to make things right. 
 
    But it didn’t work.  
 
    I was about to give up when I saw another icon Jaden had mentioned. 
 
    “Traxxem.” 
 
    I had heard of it but never used it. Jaden, though, apparently valued it highly enough to have the icon on the first screen on her phone. I tapped. 
 
    There was a map of Hunter with various little icons moving around. Some had pictures. Others only had initials. I tapped a few, seeing locations on Jellico Avenue, Westmoreland Street, Cantilever Drive, and others. No doubt, those were people at home since those were all residential areas. There was no icon for Jaden herself, since this was her phone, but I amused myself tapping on other icons of people I had never met. 
 
    It occurred to me that, since this was her “weed dealer” phone, all the little icons on here were probably marijuana smokers. The thin little slab of plastic and glass would be valuable evidence if it ever fell into the hands of the police. 
 
    And then I saw another icon. 
 
    It had no place being there. The moment I recognized it, hairs stood up all the way up and down my arms and the back of my neck.  
 
    SI. 
 
    Just a little green circle around those two letters, but I knew what they stood for. 
 
    Sherman Iron. 
 
    Someone out there had turned on my phone and for some reason, at six o’clock in the evening, it was located in one of the classroom wings at Hunter High School. Now, Jaden herself might seem like the likely suspect for that. Except that she threw such a fit about the risk of having the phone in her home, I couldn’t believe she would have turned it on and exposed herself to police tracking. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 12 
 
    I hustled toward the school as fast as I dared. Running down the street dressed in street clothes, not workout clothes, would have drawn way more attention than I wanted. Therefore, I walked as fast as I could down the snow-covered sidewalks under an unclouded moon. The clear night air actually seemed to make it colder, as if the earlier clouds had been holding a bit of the heat in, but walking fast countered the effect. Hunter High was a two-mile walk from Art’s neighborhood, so I had plenty of time to work up a sweat. 
 
    Was it just Jaden turning the phone on again? If not, who had my phone? Why were they in the school? Actually, I wouldn’t have expected it to show up at all. The battery should have run down. 
 
    Someone not only had my phone; they were keeping it on deliberately. 
 
    When I reached the sprawling campus of the local high school, I slowed to a normal-paced walk. Slightly slower than normal pace, truth be told, as I tried to remain hidden in shadows and behind trees. Someone was here, and their intentions were suspect to say the least. 
 
    With the crescent moon climbing into the black sky behind them, the two wings of Hunter High looked like a dark sea wall with a rising tide of night washing over the top. Long brick and glass rectangles joined at one end, the two wings held classrooms, a cafeteria, a gym, and the usual accoutrements of high school life. The building had perched at the epicenter of my life since the drive-by shooting here a week ago. 
 
    The student and faculty parking lots were empty. Pine trees dotted the snowy grounds. I made my way from tree to tree, always staring at Jaden’s phone, making my way toward the little SI icon where I expected to make a giant leap forward in the mystery of who killed Judge Whalen and framed Everett Talbot and me for it. 
 
    Behind one evergreen, I was about a dozen feet or so from the brick wall and windows that made up the south side of the school. One set of windows had lights on behind the blinds: the classroom right in front of me. 
 
    I sprinted from the tree up to the wall, crouching low beside it to be out of the line of sight, even though the blinds were down. Snug against the bricks, down on my haunches, I carefully peeked up over the edge of the wall, finding a spot where the blinds were open enough that I could peek through. 
 
    There was a black-haired guy in there. Other than the shiny obsidian hair, the most noticeable feature of his face was an ugly, bent-out-of-shape nose. Far more noticeable than anything on his face, though, was the semi-automatic pistol in his hand. 
 
    And far more noticeable than that was the girl in front of him, tied to a chair, hands behind her back, duct tape over her mouth. 
 
    Her shiny blue hair hung loose and wild in front of her eyes. 
 
    I almost cried out when I saw the kid there and ducked at once back down from the window. Jaden was here! She wasn’t at home being chewed out by her mother at all. She wasn’t avoiding me because she was mad. Someone was holding her prisoner and, by the looks of it, intending her serious harm. 
 
    I had to fight the urge to charge in there immediately. The sight of the schoolkid who’d put herself at risk to help me staring down the barrel of a gun had me feeling like anything less than immediate action was cowardice, pure and simple. 
 
    But that was a real live gun in there, and it was pointed right at her face. If I tried to break the window to get in, who knew whether he’d just shoot her? And even if he didn’t, the easier thing would be to just shoot me, which would leave her still tied up, still in danger, and now with the added psychological trauma of having seen her friend murdered. 
 
    Through the window I heard the male voice say, “Any minute now, amateur. Castro’s going to be here any minute. And when he shows? Oh, you are going to wish you told me where Iron is.” 
 
    She said nothing. Of course, she had duct tape over her lips, so she couldn’t, but it didn’t seem like her attacker was really interested in her reply anyway. He was just taunting her.  
 
    “You see, we’re done with this, amateur. We’re done having you take a cut of our business. We’re done having that reporter splashing the boss’s name all over the headlines. We’re done with you. You could have died quick and easy, but no, you had to go and play the hero. So now you get to meet Ram Castro in person. That’s going to feel a lot of different ways, but the two words that won’t describe it at all are quick and easy.” 
 
    Some silence followed, and I furiously churned through ideas about how to address the situation. Trying to break in through the window would lead straight to getting shot, and maybe getting Jaden shot too. Trying to get in through the school’s front door wouldn’t work — they were locked to all who didn’t have a keycard at all times, not just after hours. Student IDs unlocked them during daylight, but not necessarily now. 
 
    One more time, the realization of exactly who my friend was hit me like a hammer. 
 
    Jaden was a cute kid, a smart kid, who saw her mistake with the drugs. However, she was still a computer hacker by hobby, and the school’s doors were electronically secured. 
 
    I frantically flicked through the screens of her phone until I found an app labeled Team Cougar. I touched it and almost laughed out loud when I saw an identification for Mr. Karl Lindell, Honors English teacher. He was balding, gray haired, and wore glasses. I wondered if he had any idea that Jaden had somehow gotten ahold of his username and password for the faculty app. 
 
    Along with his name and face was a square QR code. Scrambling on my hands and knees to keep below the line of sight from the windows, I made my way to the door where I held that QR code in front of the reader at the door. 
 
    It unlocked. 
 
    The plain tile floors of Hunter High weren’t made for silent walking in the best of times. The work boots I still had left from my original break in with Ev didn’t help matters at all. I moved slowly and walked as softly as I could as I went down the hall toward the classroom where Jaden was being held. Walls of large bricks and frequent hand-made school spirit posters about the Cougars surrounded me. Signs above each door gave room numbers: 104, 105, 106. 
 
    Room 106 was the one where I could hear a voice. 
 
    “Just got a text from him, amateur. He’s at the stoplight at the corner. You’ve got about five minutes before you learn a new definition of pain. You could still tell me where Iron is, and I could just shoot you before Mr. Castro starts with his cigar on your pretty face.” 
 
    Crouching down so as not to be seen through the window in the door, I peeked through as slowly as I could. Jaden’s attacker had his back to me. 
 
    Staring at him through the window, I eased the doorknob open as silently as I could. 
 
    He gave no sign of having heard. 
 
    I took a deep breath. Since this nightmare had begun, I had learned an entire new world of danger. I had even pulled the trigger on a man and left him dead in the alley, but physical hand-to-hand combat was something entirely new to me. As I psyched myself up, a firehose of adrenaline gushered into my bloodstream, and my heart slammed against my ribcage so fast I thought I could hear rivers of blood coursing through the major veins and arteries under my skin. 
 
    He waved his handgun so that for the briefest moment, it pointed away from my blue-haired friend. “Maybe I’ll just shoot you in the knee, huh? Get you started on some real pain, so you’re more willing to beg Mr. Castro to end it for you?” 
 
    I threw the door open with all my strength and charged in. I erupted from my crouch like a sprinter coming off the starting blocks and slammed into the man with the gun in a full-body tackle. We both tumbled to the floor. The cheap tiles over rock-solid concrete smacked him hard in the face when we went down, and his swear words cut off in mid-stream. 
 
    Frantically, I grabbed for the gun, pulling it from his fingers, putting the safety on, and holding it on the guy. But there was no need. He laid limp on the floor. 
 
    I rushed to Jaden. I tried to pull the duct tape off her mouth as gently as I could, but she whipped her head to the side, deliberately yanking it off. She screamed as the sticky tape came off the skin of her cheeks. 
 
    “Iron! Thank God! How did you know to come?” 
 
    “He’s got my phone,” I replied, nodding at the attacker on the floor. “I saw it on your ‘Traxxem’ app.” 
 
    “Nice work. Better than I would have expected of you.” Lest I get a big head from her more-generous-than-usual assessment of my tech skills, she quickly switched to, “Teachers usually have scissors in their desk, get them and cut these zip ties off my hands.” 
 
    I did as instructed and cut her loose. As I did, the guy on the floor groaned and shifted. I was almost glad to see it. I didn’t exactly want him to get up, but I didn’t want to have killed him by bashing his head on the floor either. 
 
    Jaden had fewer compunctions than me. Her right foot twitched forward and kicked him in the head just before she dropped a couple of the worst profanities there are. 
 
    “Come on, Iron. He said Ram Castro is coming, and we don’t want to be here when that happens.” 
 
    “I heard when I was listening outside the window.” 
 
    “You were outside? How long have you been here? What took you so long to rescue me?” 
 
    I rebutted her accusatory tone with, “Let’s talk about it after we get out.” 
 
    Still rubbing her wrists, she followed me back to the entrance I had come in through. A black SUV with tinted windows was just pulling up to the curb. 
 
    Jaden swore and immediately sprinted down the long brick rectangle of the school building. I followed her, quickly catching up from all that cross country skiing I still did. I could have passed, but that didn’t seem right, so I paced her to the side, between her and the SUV. 
 
    With no warning at all, the glass behind us shattered and, at the same time we heard the eardrum-piercing roar of gunfire. Jaden screamed, but she kept running. 
 
    In between ragged pants for breath, the much-less-fit girl beside me managed to get out, “Give me that phone!” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Just give it!” 
 
    My steps got awkward as I tried to fish in my pocket and run at the same time. I almost collided with her, but soon I was able to pass it to her as bullets chewed up the grass in front of us. 
 
    I didn’t see what she did on the screen of the phone, but she shouted into it after a second. I could barely hear because of the damage to my ears from the gunfire. 
 
    “Shooting at the high school again!” 
 
    Then she threw the phone as hard as she could in the direction of the SUV. 
 
    The next moment, we reached the corner of the school building and rounded it wide, unable to slow down enough to stay next to it. Jaden kept on running, and I shifted my position to be slightly behind her, between her and the gunfire. 
 
    “I called 911!” she shouted. “After what already happened here, saying ‘shooting’ to them ought to bring them running!” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you have kept the phone?” 
 
    “Only if you want to go to prison, Iron! Better to get its GPS near the drug dealers!”  
 
    With that, we swung around to the back side of the school, putting an entire brick building between ourselves and Ram Castro. Then we heard police sirens as Jaden’s plan came to fruition. 
 
    “That ought to send him running,” she said. “Now let’s you and I get out of here before the cops show up. Unless you’ve decided you’re ready to go to jail?”  
 
    She didn’t wait for an answer from me, just sprinted directly away from the school, across an alley, and through a residential yard on the other side. If the residents of the houses there didn’t like it, we didn’t stay long enough to find out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 13 
 
    I gave Jaden the big winter coat I had stolen from Art Keen. She’d been shivering, and I felt nice and toasty warm, so I thought it would be easy. The moment I was back down to just a T-shirt, though, I knew I had overestimated but no way was I going to let the kid walk beside me with chattering teeth while I snuggled up in a parka. 
 
    The coat had been big on me. On Jaden, it came almost down to her knees, but she didn’t complain, and the relief in her voice once she had the coat on made it worthwhile for me to feel the bitter winter air on my face and exposed arms. 
 
    We filled each other in on developments since we had parted ways before noon. It was pitch black outside now except for the moon and the stars. No one sane was out walking the streets, so I was less worried about someone seeing my face. 
 
    Jaden was definitely not happy about me meeting her mother. She muttered, “It’s a good thing you saved my life, or I’d kill you.” 
 
    When I told her about my visit to Art Keen’s home, her mood didn’t improve. “You didn’t really learn much. He could just be good with money, Iron. He’s twice your age. Some people save money. Maybe he’s not on the take; he’s just smart about personal finance.” 
 
    Jaden’s story, though, was much more interesting. She had arrived at school during the lunch period after spending her morning with me. Then she went to the last half of her classes, socialized with some friends, and went out to the parking lot to see if any of her friends would give her a ride home. 
 
    That’s when Don Huang had jumped her. She had mentioned him to me before: her competition back when she’d been selling drugs. He was the cartel dealer. He was the one they called “Killer Don.” He’d caught her in between cars in the parking lot and pulled a gun on her. 
 
    “If you scream, I’ll murder you,” Jaden told me he’d said. “My boss wants to take it out of your hide for all the trouble you’ve caused us, so you’re going to come back inside with me and wait in an empty classroom ‘til he can get here.” 
 
    Jaden went on, “He was like, ‘OK, see this? This is the gun in my pocket. Other people in the hallway won’t be able to see it, but you’ll know it’s there, amateur. If you try to get attention, if you try to run away, if you try anything, maybe I’ll get caught, and maybe I won’t. You can’t know for sure, but you’ll be shot in the back. Dead. Because I’m going to pull the trigger at the first sign of trouble. Do you understand me?’” 
 
    She continued, “I was scared, Iron. Ever since, I’ve been thinking, why didn’t I dodge to the side? Or why didn’t I throw myself backward and knock him down? But I was out of my mind with fear. All I could think about was dying, right then and there. I mean, dead dead. It’s over. Gone. And I’m not ready, Iron. I’ve got to make up for all that weed I sold. I’ve got to do some good to balance it out. I can’t die yet. I was so scared of him shooting me and it just being over.” 
 
    I put my arm around her and gave her a side hug as we walked. “Don’t let might-have-beens get to you, Jaden. That stuff you just described is crazy. If you had thrown yourself backward at him, he’d have just pull the trigger. And if you had tried dodging to the side, he’d have just had to shift his aim a tiny bit. None of those things would have worked. You were right not to try them.” 
 
    I felt like a bit of a hypocrite. Telling her not to worry about what might have been, after more than a decade of obsessing over how the situation between my dad and my sister could have been different… but she wouldn’t know about that. Instead, the young girl looked over at me. Her head tilted, her eyebrows raised, she asked the question with her face before she asked it aloud. “You want to be my big brother now, Iron?” 
 
    I drew back a little. “Hey, come on, we’ve just been through something terrible. I just want to… I don’t know, kid. You’re… I just don’t want you to be hurt.” 
 
    She punched my arm. “That’s nice, Iron, but if that’s what you wanted, you shouldn’t have stalked me to my apartment complex.” 
 
    She paused. I was about to reply, and then she added, “If you want to worry about someone getting hurt, you should be worried about Becky.” 
 
    “Why? If she’s texting with Art Keen, I’m sure he’s got her safe.” 
 
    “Yeah, but even if she actually did rat you out, of which I’m still not convinced, that doesn’t mean she’d cut ties with me. For all she knows — and, even after all this, Iron, she might be right — I’m more on her side than yours. Even if she cut you off completely, she should still be willing to answer me.” 
 
    “Wait, you mean she hasn’t answered you at all?” 
 
    “Nope. And she wasn’t at work today either.” 
 
    I bit back the urge to swear. “I didn’t get a chance to look at any news this morning. She wasn’t on at all? What did they say?” 
 
    “Nothing. They only had two people at the desk instead of three, and the sports guy did the weather.” 
 
    “OK, you’re right. I am worried about her now. What should we do?” 
 
    “Go ask her what’s wrong,” Jaden replied. 
 
    “Yeah, but if she’s not answering messages...” 
 
    She held up her smartphone, waving it at me, answering the question I had been about to ask. “The same way I tracked you through the forest,” she replied. Then she tapped on the screen and stared intently for a few moments. Looking over her shoulder, I saw the same “Traxxem” app I had used to find her at the school. 
 
    I gave her some time, and then, “Well?” 
 
    “You two really should still be together. You think alike.” 
 
    “Not your business, kid. But what do you mean?” 
 
    “Kid? OK, Mister Two-Years-Out-of-College, whatever. But I mean, she’s in the forest, just like where I found you yesterday.” 
 
    “Hopefully, the cops are done searching the place for me,” I said. “I’d feel like dirt if she got in trouble because they were looking for me.” 
 
    Jaden just rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Less talking about protecting. More protecting. Come on, Iron, let’s go find her.” 
 
    In the dark of night, we followed Jellico Ave along the edge of the forest, alert for any sign that we weren’t the only ones out here.  Kids Jaden’s age loved to use the forest for making out and keggers and all manner of other teenage misdeeds but right along the street wasn’t their usual party location of choice. Thankfully, we found no one. 
 
    Finally, my new friend’s phone indicated we were as close to Becky’s location as we could get on the street, but it worried me that her location hadn’t changed at all since Jaden first found her online. 
 
    With a final glance at the town, we turned into the woods, crunching snow and pine needles under our feet. Jaden’s phone continued to show a blip in front of us, and we continued walking. 
 
    “Tracks,” Jaden said, pointing at the ground. “We’re on course. A car came through here.” 
 
    Indeed, vast swaths of underbrush had been mashed down, and I suspected that wherever Becky was, her car would have an ugly collection of sage and tumbleweed tangled in the wheel well. 
 
    In the cloudy night, there wasn’t much illumination. Soon, Jaden turned on the flashlight feature of her phone, and we let the tiny light guide us as we followed the tire tracks and disturbed vegetation further and further in. 
 
    Becky’s car had been sitting there for at least a day. 
 
    We came across it after about fifteen more minutes of walking, with both of us growing increasingly somber. Bec drove a Mazda Miata. There was no good reason to take one of those into the forest at all, let alone this deep, so by the time we finally laid eyes on the candy apple red convertible, I was prepared for the worst. 
 
    She was in the driver’s seat. 
 
    Becky Tighe was dead. The blazing ball of career ambition I once thought would make a perfect Mrs. Iron had a half inch hole in her temple on the left side of her head, those perfect hairs scorched from gunpowder. Her raven locks didn’t really change color when they singed, but you could see where they had frizzled and been unnaturally shortened. 
 
    Phoenix, the hearts of all your bachelors are safe. And all it cost was one heart in Hunter Montana. Two, I guess. Hers and mine. 
 
    I collapsed into the snow, tears of pain and grief falling out of me before I even knew it.  I never even knew how one-sided our breakup had been until I saw her with a little round black hole in her temple with powder burns around it. I never knew how much I was still holding onto fantasies of what a good couple we would make.  
 
    I never wanted to murder anyone before. 
 
    The rage threatened to overwhelm me. In the crusty old snow and soggy foliage around Becky’s ridiculous, impractical car, I couldn’t feel anything besides a gaping hole in my life, regret and guilt over my thoughts that she had betrayed me, and a desire to find out who did this, and take from him what he had taken from her. 
 
    Behind me, I could hear Jaden throwing up. She had probably never seen a dead body before, let alone a murder victim. And even with the freezing weather, the smell was still more than enough to explain her vomiting. 
 
    After the retching sounds ended, I heard, “Can you get her phone, Iron?” 
 
    I didn’t answer at first. I needed to recover my wits a bit before taking any positive steps. All I could see was red rage and black grief. 
 
    “I can’t do it, Sherman. We need it, but I just… I can’t. Please, can you get her phone?” 
 
    The red convertible sat in the middle of some scrub brush and foliage. A few sapling pine trees had been plowed over by the vehicle’s journey to this point. The week-old snow in the forest was still present on the passenger side of the vehicle, and I saw some messy, half-wiped tread prints there, but they meant nothing to me. It proved there had been a second person in the vehicle, but I knew that already. 
 
    I came in through the passenger-side door because I knew without looking where Becky’s purse would be. It was between the two front seats, over the emergency break. Better to come in from the passenger side and just grab it, rather than risk disturbing her body. 
 
    The purse was gone, though. She had not left home without it, I knew that part first hand. So if she – the corporeal part of her anyway – was here, and the purse was not, the only reasonable conclusion was that someone had taken it. 
 
    The killer didn’t know Becky like I did, though. 
 
    When she drove, she set the phone on the console between the seats. Then – God bless her and her lead foot – she’d take the first corner she came to too fast. The phone would slide off the console, across the passenger seat, and into the gap between seat and door.  
 
    I reached down under the seat and came out with her phone. 
 
    It hurt how familiar the whole thing was. It hurt to remember the times when her phone used to hit my thigh when we’d go somewhere in her car and she’d corner too hard. 
 
    Up until a few moments ago, I would have had no idea how bad I was going to miss her. 
 
    And Jaden’s next action only made it worse. 
 
    With moonlight streaming in past the branches of the pines, my teary-eyed young friend held the phone up to Becky’s face. When it didn’t unlock for her face, she tapped to try the PIN. Faced with a choice of six digits, she tapped in Becky’s birthday. No luck. 
 
    Immediately afterward, she tapped in mine. 
 
    I watched her put the numbers in. Saw her pressing each digit of my birthday. Saw each one briefly appear on the screen before being replaced by an asterisk. 
 
    And Becky Tighe’s phone screen glowed to life. 
 
    One more time, my knees gave out, and I planted my butt roughly on the damp pine needles. I didn’t care what it did to my jeans. 
 
    She used my birthday as a passcode. 
 
    I thought Becky and I were over. I thought she was Phoenix-bound at her first chance, with no room on the ship for an anchor who would hold her back in Montana. I didn’t even cry. I just sat there feeling the dull ache in my whole upper body, like half the cells had been forcibly removed — like something invisible was missing, but it made up a massive part of me. And that part was now gone. 
 
    For a long time, my blue-haired companion and I didn’t speak. I could hear the soft sound of Jaden’s thumbs swiping and tapping on the screen. Presumably, she was looking for clues. She knew what she was doing, but I couldn’t bear to get up off my feet and look over her shoulder. 
 
    In this day and age, phones are a more intimate peek into our lives than even a bathroom or a bedroom. I couldn’t look at Becky’s right now. From her contact list to her text messages to her browser history, my soul recoiled from the thought of peeking into her secrets that way. Sitting on the cold ground in the freezing night, I waited for Jaden to tell me what she found. 
 
    “We’ve got a lot to talk about in here,” she finally said. 
 
    “All I really want to know is who killed her,” I replied. 
 
    “I can’t tell you that yet, but I can show you who we need to look into next.” 
 
    She beckoned me up with a finger, holding the phone out for me to look at. I lurched to my feet, afraid of falling back down, and stared at the screen. 
 
    On Becky’s phone was a picture of Vicki Talbot. 
 
    Everett Talbot’s daughter. 
 
    Everett, who had gotten me into this whole mess with the crazy scheme to break into a judge’s home to find evidence he was being bribed. 
 
    His daughter, whose death had launched Ev on this wild quest, was on Becky’s phone. 
 
    In the picture with her was a taller young man. He had pitch black hair, about neck length and kind of wavy. It was hard to tell from the small phone-screen picture, but his nose looked like he’d been in a fistfight once. Up until earlier that day, I wouldn’t have recognized him. But now I did. This was the man who had held Jaden at gunpoint, the one she called “Killer Don.” 
 
    Jaden slid the picture to the side a bit. It revealed the metadata. It had been taken yesterday, about half an hour after Becky had left me in her apartment to go see Art Keen. 
 
    “Wait, what?” I exclaimed. “She can’t have seen Vicki yesterday. Vicki died in the drive-by.” 
 
    “It’s not original,” Jaden said, her blue hair scintillating around her face as she shook her head. “Look at the shine and how some of it’s duller. This is a picture of someone else’s computer screen. She didn’t see Vicki yesterday, but she saw someone yesterday who had a picture of Vicki on their computer screen, and Becky thought it was important enough to take a picture of it.” 
 
    I stared at the phone. Why? Why was Vicki meeting with the man who had wanted to kill Jaden? Becky had thought the meeting was important enough to grab the picture in what may have been one of her last acts on earth. What was going on here? 
 
    “This is the guy who held the gun on you at the school, right? I’m sure I recognize him.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s him. Vicki knew Judge Whalen, and now we know she knew the low man on the drug cartel’s local totem pole too. There’s a lot more to Miss Talbot than meets the eye.” 
 
    I didn’t reply. I couldn’t think of what a good reply would be. Jaden was showing me evidence I didn’t want to see. Vicki Talbot, the reason I’d gotten involved in this in the first place, might not exactly be an innocent victim. If she was a bad guy, what was I even doing here? Why had I broken into the Judge’s house? Why bother with all of this? 
 
    When Ev had gotten down on all fours so I could climb out the window, he had told me to find out who killed Vicki. But if she was somehow involved in the cartel, I wasn’t sure I still cared who killed her. 
 
    “And that’s not all, Iron.” 
 
    I set aside my bitter musings and returned my attention to Ms. Waverly. She was holding up Becky’s phone again. 
 
    “There’s another picture on here that I’m hoping you can tell me about because the meta data says it was taken at almost exactly the same time as you said Becky left to go interview the Hunter Police public relations guy.” 
 
    I leaned in close to look at Becky’s phone, feeling ice cold down to my bones, and not just because of the weather. What Jaden wanted me to see was a barely focused, on-the-fly image of a black and white vehicle. 
 
    It had obviously been taken from her car while she was driving. It showed Jellico Avenue and the outside of Becky’s apartment complex. And the car? The picture was blurry and barely had the car in frame, but it’s not that hard to recognize a police car. 
 
    Especially when it has big black lettering on the side: HPD013. 
 
    “That’s Art Keen’s car.” 
 
    The words came out of me like dust falling out of a vacuum after turning it off. They just fell out, unintentional, unplanned, unfocused.  
 
    I shook my head to clear it and added, “You said this was taken…” 
 
    “Yesterday afternoon about 3:00.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right as Becky left to interview him. She said she was going to text him from her car to let him know she was coming to the station.” 
 
    Jaden flipped over to the text messages. Her thumb worked up and down the screen for only a second before she held it up for me to look at. There was a text from Becky to Art: “Got Qs about the drive-by. Gonna hit your office in five.” 
 
    And the next message was a reply. “On my way in from patrol. I’ll probably roll up right behind you.” 
 
    The two texts had been sent barely a minute after the picture had been taken. There were no further text messages in that thread.  
 
    “He lied to her,” Jaden said. “He wasn’t on patrol; he was parked right outside the apartment complex the whole time you and she were talking about going to interview him.” 
 
    “He lied to me too,” I replied. “He told me she texted him about a break in, but that’s BS. There are no further texts between the two of them. She didn’t tell him I was there. He knew that himself. He’d been sitting there the whole time. He might have known I was there from the very moment I showed up on Becky’s doorstep.” 
 
    “Or longer, Iron. He might have been following you the whole time — maybe even from the laundry room at my apartment complex when you swiped that Ace of Base shirt you love so much. Maybe even from Whalen’s house. Maybe you never got away at all.” 
 
    A chill shivered through me, from my arms down to my legs. The realization that Art might have been one step ahead of me the whole time set off a near-panic in my head. I wondered if he might be watching me right at that very moment. 
 
    And then it was more than just panic. 
 
    The rational part of my brain told me if he’d been following me and spying on me all along, it was indeed quite possible Art Keen was watching me at that very moment. 
 
    I drew the pistol I had stolen from “Killer Don.” I slowly rotated through a circle, scanning in every direction looking for the man. 
 
    “Art! Are you out there? Come out if you are!” 
 
    No response. 
 
    “Art! If I find out you killed Becky, I swear I’m going to--” 
 
    “I didn’t.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 14 
 
    Art emerged from the snow-covered pine trees with his hands in the air. No hat protected his nearly bald head from the winter wind, and I suspected that had to be freezing for him, but I didn’t care. 
 
    “I should shoot you in the face right now, Art!” 
 
    “I didn’t kill her, Iron! I didn’t know she was dead until you two got here. I was following you, not her. I swear I never touched her!” 
 
    “Prove it!” 
 
    “I can prove it. I’ve been following you, Iron! I put a little GPS tracker on your belt when we arrested you.” 
 
    He pointed down to my belt. I put my hand on it and there, around the back side, near the pocket where I might have put my wallet, was something that was smaller than a Fitbit. I pulled it off, cursing as I did, and stared at it until I threw it right at Art’s face. 
 
    He got a hand up to block it, crying out in surprise as he did. 
 
    “So that’s how you guys knew when I tried to come back to Becky’s place!” 
 
    “That, and you’ve been to her place.” He pointed to Jaden. “You’ve been to school. See? I’ve been with you, so I can’t have been here killing Tighe. I’ve been everywhere you are. You have to believe me. I didn’t kill her.” 
 
    The pistol wavered a little in my hand as I relaxed my aim. “OK, Art. Spill your guts. If you didn’t kill Becky, you’re at least into this thing up to your eyeballs. You may not have pulled the trigger, but that’s not the end of the story. Becky is dead. Her death is connected to all this drug stuff from the drive-by. And so, it appears, are you. You might turn out to be just as responsible.” 
 
    “No! No, I never told them to kill her. I never told them where she was! That’s why I’m here right now, Iron. That’s why I came out when you started shouting. We were just supposed to find out who else was turning up clues about Ram Castro, that’s all. And we found her, the moment you took that GPS tracker into her apartment.” 
 
    Art nodded at Jaden, whose eyes pinged open like green traffic lights coming on. 
 
    “What do you mean ‘we?’” I shot back at him. “What do you mean you were supposed to find out who else was finding clues about Castro?” 
 
    “That anonymous phone call that told you about the payoff! Castro wanted to know who that was. He had the paper bought off to not cover his business too hard, he had the cops paid off, and he had the judge paid off. But someone out there was still investigating. He wanted to know who. That was our job, and we did it! It never had anything to do with Becky. Killing her was never part of the plan. 
 
    “When I followed you two here, and realized what they had done, that’s when I came out, Iron! It’s gone too far. Becky was my friend. She was never supposed to get hurt. It was just about keeping the juice coming in. If I’d known they were going to kill her, I never would have gone along with all this.” 
 
    “Who, Art? If you’d have known who was going to kill her?” 
 
    “What, you don’t know? But you’ve--” 
 
    Art’s sentence flashed into a scream as his hands came up to clutch his chest. Fractions of a second later, we heard the thundering boom of a high-powered rifle shot.  
 
    Art Keen was dead. 
 
    *** 
 
    My instincts kicked in immediately, and I threw myself behind Becky’s car. 
 
    The very moment I did, I realized that was the wrong decision. Jaden was still out in the open. I should have protected her first, rather than myself. With horror, I stared at her, trying to push sheer willpower through my panic-addled muscles so I could run to her. I couldn’t even wrap my head around what it would mean if I saw her tip over like Art just had. 
 
    But I never had to face that. 
 
    Jaden darted behind the car as well, huddling up beside me behind the engine block.  
 
    “Iron!”  
 
    Her voice came out as a harsh attempt to scream while whispering, as if the shooter didn’t already know exactly where we were. She didn’t say anything besides my name. She just curled up into a fetal position while wedged into the corner between me and the car. 
 
    I finally found the courage I should have had from the moment Art died and shifted myself to get the bulk of my body in front of her. I wasn’t sure how much good that would do against a high-powered rifle bullet, but there was no need to tell her that. She seemed to appreciate the additional security. 
 
    At a guess, whoever just shot Art Keen from far away was the same person who had tried to shoot me in Becky’s apartment. I remembered my trip up the hill: the cheap ammunition, the boot prints of the person pacing as they waited for me. I hypothesized that it was a he because of the size of the boots. I also hypothesized that he had shot Art in the chest, rather than try for a head shot, because as we had seen in Becky’s apartment, he wasn’t an accurate enough marksman to hit those.  
 
    Jaden and I waited, curled up into a tight little two-person ball, but no more shots rang out. After minutes like that, the girl whispered, “Iron, he’s dead! We were just talking to him, and he’s dead! Shot dead!” 
 
    “I know. I know, Jaden. You’ll be OK. I’ve got you.” 
 
    “I had no idea. I just thought it was cool to have all that money. I had no idea I’d see someone get shot.” 
 
    “We’ll get you back out of this, Jaden. It’ll be OK.” 
 
    Her whisper became wordless whimpering and big sniffles for a while before she went on. “Becky’s dead, too. She was my friend! We only ever talked online, but she was my friend. I can’t do this, Iron.” 
 
    “You don’t have to keep doing this. It’s on me to find out what happened, not you. You can go home and wait to hear how it all turns out.” 
 
    “No, I can’t! They know where my home is, Iron! They’re after me! I just keep seeing myself looking like Becky! They want to kill me!” 
 
    “We’ll get you out of town, then. You can rent a car; you can drive somewhere else. Drive out of state if you want. We’ll get you out, Jaden.” 
 
    All of my old feelings had changed. I used to be scared of being alone. I used to be afraid that “PhatSkilzN00b,” my last friend, would abandon me. Now, all I wanted was for her to abandon me. According to Art’s last words, this had all been about finding the computer hacker making life hard for Castro. Jaden was the one in danger here, not me. We had to get her out. 
 
    She didn’t answer me about getting out of town, and I wasn’t sure what to do. Whoever shot Art had not fired again, so I was starting to think we might not be in any more danger, but I wasn’t willing to bet Jaden’s life on it. I was perfectly content to hide behind the Mazda’s engine block until dawn. 
 
    I remembered that anonymous phone call in perfect detail. At the time, her whispering effectively hid the femininity of her voice. After listening to her so much since this morning, now it felt obvious to me that it had been Jaden Waverly on the other end of the line. However, at the time I had no idea. And neither, apparently, had our anonymous adversaries. 
 
    Art Keen had been one of them. But who were the others? He said “They” had been trying to find out who gave me that tip, so there had to be at least two more than just Art. Who? 
 
    One obvious candidate was the man behind the curtain: Ram Castro, the guy our County Attorney had bravely tried to take down for the drive-by shooting, only to be let down by a corrupt judge. He was at the top of the food chain in the drug cartel’s local organization. 
 
    But assuming he was one of the people Art was talking about, Art’s grammar indicated there had to be at least one more. 
 
    Who else but the bottom of the food chain? Don Huang, aka Killer Don. 
 
    They were drug dealers. They had at least one cop bought off: Art Keen. They had at least one judge bought off. Or, more accurately, they had had. Both their judge and their cop were dead now. That was going to put a dent in their operations, especially since they’d been using Art to keep tabs on me. 
 
    But how could I turn it to my advantage? How could I turn the tables on them? I had no idea where to look for either one of them. Unless… maybe Huang still had my phone? Maybe Jaden could find him using that tracking app? 
 
    As if thinking her name got her attention, I felt Jaden wipe her nose on the sleeve of Art’s big jacket and then I heard her speak. 
 
    “OK, Iron, I’ve got it back together. I’m ready to go on.” 
 
    “Good. I suppose it should be pretty straightforward. We’ll just get you to the airport to wait for the car rental place to open up at 8:00, and you can be on your way out of town until this blows over. Maybe rent a second car for your mom while you’re there and text her about coming down to get it because you can’t go home safely right now; they’ll be watching for you. 
 
    “I’ll stay here and go after Castro and Huang. Before you go, you can show me where Huang is with that app that tracks people’s location. I bet he’s still got my phone, so we should be able to track him down. I’ll find him, from him I’ll find Castro, and we’ll send them both to prison so you can come back. Their bought-and-paid-for judge is out of the picture now, so getting them locked up should be easier.” 
 
    I was still wrapped around her, protecting her against the shot that, apparently, wasn’t coming. Jaden shifted a little in a way that made it obvious she wanted me to give her some space. 
 
    “OK, it’s obvious you don’t know my mom, Iron. That plan isn’t going to work. She's not going to just quit her job and drive out of town on the basis of one text message from me. Plus, she’s going to want to know how I got the money to rent us a nice Prius from Enterprise.” 
 
    “She can’t take some vacation time or something?” 
 
    “Jeez, Iron! You’ve literally never been poor, have you? Vacation time. Whatever. Listen to me, my mom’s not going to run unless I go talk her into it. The good news is, you scared the daylights out of her, so she probably called the cops, and they’re watching our place, so the cartel probably can’t get her right now. Unfortunately, neither can you, unless you want to go join your friend Everett in jail. 
 
    “Listen, charging after Killer Don is a dumb idea. You beat him up once, and I actually am pretty impressed, but he didn’t get that nickname by accident, Iron. He has literally killed people before. You do not want to just walk up to him, wave that pistol at him, and expect him to tell you where Castro is. This is a man far more accustomed to violence than you are. I’ve got a better idea.” 
 
    “Let’s hear it,” I threw in when she paused. 
 
    “Ms. Talbot is dead, which means her house is empty. And it’s been a while since she died, which means the cops aren’t paying a lot of attention to it anymore. We can go check out her place with relative ease. Everyone else we might want to talk to requires you, Sherman Iron, wanted for murder, to show your face in public.” 
 
    I felt guilty about the casual way Jaden talked about Vicki being dead. I had no idea whether she and I might have ever amounted to anything, but that didn’t change the fact that she was someone I knew personally. Her death didn’t carve the insides out of me like Becky’s, but it was a long way from nothing. 
 
    Still, the kid was right. I needed a way to move this investigation forward without risking getting caught. Searching a home in the middle of the night was way safer than trying to get to Art Keen had been to ask him all my questions. And with Vicki having passed on, this break-in just had to be safer than my last attempt. 
 
    “OK, but while I’m doing it, you have to get out of town like I said. You heard Art, Jaden. You’re in danger. You’re the person they’re looking for.” 
 
    She nodded. “OK, yeah, Iron. Yeah. I am scared. I mean, that guy is dead. Literally dead. He was speaking to me, and then he wasn’t a person anymore. Just like that. And yeah, that scared me to death. 
 
    “But here’s what I’m coping with Iron: My favorite teacher is dead because of me.” 
 
    “Because of you? Come on, Jaden, you can’t really--” 
 
    “I made the conscious decision to sell marijuana. Killer Don and his big boss wanted me out of the picture, so they shot the heck out of the front door of the school trying to kill me. But they didn’t kill me, they killed Ms. Talbot instead. My decision to sell drugs killed her, Iron.” 
 
    “Jaden--” 
 
    She wasn’t interested in letting me finish any protests. “I owe her, Iron. I owe her justice. All of this just got very real for me. I just watched a man die right in front of me. And yeah, maybe he was corrupt and maybe he had it coming. But Becky Tighe didn’t, and her death might be my fault too. 
 
    “I’m in this, Iron. I’m not cutting and running. Get that gun out and let’s go to Ms. Talbot’s house.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 15 
 
    We left Becky in her car, with Jaden promising to send an anonymous email to her TV station about where to find her. At this point, neither of us were sure whether telling the police would accomplish anything. The last man she had been on the way to see before she died was Art Keen. 
 
    “Do you think that picture came from his computer?” I asked. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Jaden replied. “It’s the logical guess, but we don’t want to jump to conclusions. Let’s see what we learn at Ms. Talbot’s house.” 
 
    I knew where her apartment was from having picked her up for a couple dates. Unfortunately, it was on the third floor. That made us feel more exposed tiptoeing up the exterior stairs. It made us feel doubly exposed searching around for where she might have kept a spare key hidden. Luckily, we finally found it under the railing of the stairs, taped there. 
 
    We opened the door as silently as possible and turned on the lights. 
 
    “Deja vu,” I whispered. “Here I am breaking and entering again.” 
 
    Jaden ignored me and instead talked about the practicalities. “You search for physical evidence,” she said. “I’m going to find her computer. If it’s got anything worth having on it, I’ll be able to get in.” 
 
    With a sigh, I started sorting through my friend’s daughter’s stuff. I had thought, when we decided to come here, that Vicki’s death wouldn’t hit me as hard as Becky’s. But now, as I sifted through unopened junk mail, scribbled shopping lists, and half-completed forms for health insurance claims, I ached with the simple reality that all this business had been cut off too soon. I found a key labeled “Dad’s place” on her kitchen counter and swiped it up just in case. So much of the junk in her apartment did nothing to advance my cause; it only deepened my heartbreak. 
 
    Vicki had a lot going on in her life. Ev had taken her labradoodle when she died, but the apartment was full to the brim with dog collars and leashes, bags of treats and chews, etc. Beyond her dog, she had a healthy collection of romance novels on her bookshelves, and I resolutely picked them up one at a time and fanned the pages to see if any hidden evidence fell out. Each one of them pictured a man on the cover who made me wonder what she had ever seen in me. Firemen, cowboys, Navy SEALS…somehow reporters never wound up as cover art. 
 
    The whole experience reminded me powerfully of my ill-fated break in at Judge Whalen’s house. As I looked under the cushions on Vicki’s couch, opened all her closets and cupboards, and put my hands in the pockets of all the coats in her closet, I kept expecting the police to walk in at any moment. 
 
    “Willowbrook Healing Services.” 
 
    The thick manilla envelope I found under a dirty plate on Vicki’s coffee table caught my eye. It was a fat envelope, higher quality paper, with her name and address hand-written on the outside. The date on the postmark was more than a month old. The flap of the envelope had been roughly torn open. Inside, I found a full color brochure for the residential program at the aforementioned Willowbrook facility, which made it sound almost like a spa or a retreat facility. But it wasn’t. 
 
    Willowbrook Healing Services was, apparently, an addiction treatment center. 
 
    In addition to the glossy brochure, there was a cover letter. 
 
    “Dear Ms. Talbot, 
 
    “Thank you for your inquiry about our residential program. Willowbrook is the highest-rated treatment facility of its kind in the state of Montana, and we pride ourselves on our caring outreach to family members of patients. Freedom from substance abuse isn’t something that anyone achieves alone.” 
 
    There followed a bunch of flowery prose about the glowing prospect of freedom from addiction for all who checked in at Willowbrook. For all I knew, they were telling the truth. I hoped so. But mostly I hoped there was some way, anyway, to read this other than the obvious. 
 
    Learning that Vicki might have had a problem with drugs was just one more heartbreak in a world that seemed overflowing with them. 
 
    I had seen no sign of it on our couple of dates. She was bright and smiling and full of life. But now the picture of her with Don Huang, who Jaden had identified as the other kid selling drugs at Hunter High, made all the sense in the world. 
 
    “Oh Vicki,” I sighed aloud, feeling my eyes want to shed the first few tears. “Oh, Vicki, you poor thing.” 
 
    “Not all that poor,” snarled a voice behind me.  
 
    I whipped around. Standing in the door was a black-haired man whose nose had obviously been broken at least once, and maybe more. He was getting all too familiar to me. 
 
    Don Huang. 
 
    When I saw him, I saw Becky’s dead body. I saw my friend Vicki addicted to drugs. I saw him holding that gun on Jaden, threatening her with death and torture. 
 
    I wanted to kill him. 
 
    I wasn’t used to the kind of rage that boiled over in me at that moment. I had first felt it when we had found Becky’s car with her in it. The hot, angry feeling had eased in the time since, but the sight of this man brought it roaring back to life like a forest fire inside me. Combined with the achingly sad news that Vicki had been struggling with drug addiction before she died… 
 
    I had never experienced the desire to do violence to another human being before. I had never before actively looked at a person’s neck and wondered how hard I would have to squeeze to choke him. 
 
    I took a lurching step toward him. 
 
    He pulled a gun out of his jacket. 
 
    “I don’t think so, reporter. Stay exactly where you are.” 
 
    I didn’t want to stop. I didn’t want to let him win. I had a gun, which I had taken from him earlier, but I had seen all too much of what a handgun could do to a human body in the past couple of days. I froze where I was, cursing at him. 
 
    “You’re the one Art Keen was talking about! The other person he was working with to find out about the phone call!” 
 
    “What? I don’t know what you’re talking about reporter. All I know is Whalen was one of my biggest customers and you killed him. My guys and I been trying to kill you ever since you ditched out on his house.” 
 
    I told him I thought that was BS. 
 
    He laughed at me, then called out, “Come on out of the bedroom.” 
 
    Jaden said nothing. Not a sound came from down the hall. 
 
    “You can’t fool me. I’ve been watching your shadows against the blinds for almost half an hour. Pretty stupid move turning the lights on at 3:30 in the morning. It totally gave you away.” 
 
    Still there was no sound from the bedroom or the hallway.  
 
    “Come out or I shoot this SOB,” he yelled a little louder. “I’m serious. I’ve done it before. Either you show your face, or I kill Iron.” 
 
    “Don’t!” I shouted. “Run!” 
 
    “Oh, big hero,” Huang sneered. “What a load of BS. Get out here.” 
 
    With her middle finger in the air, Jaden came around the corner of the hallway. 
 
    Huang laughed but not hard enough for his gun to point away from me. 
 
    “I figured as much. The amateur. Nice for me though. Two birds with one stone. Well, goodbye, Jaden. It’ll be good to get all my customers back.” 
 
    “Wait!” I shouted. “You said if she came out--” 
 
    “I never said anything about after she came out. I said if she didn’t come out, I’d shoot you. Turns out, I’m going to shoot you both anyway.” 
 
    The barrel of the gun twitched, moving over toward Jaden. 
 
    He lifted it to aim. 
 
    I threw myself at him with every ounce of strength I had. I collided with the eighteen-year-old kid, and the two of us tumbled to the ground. 
 
    The gun went off. 
 
    I didn’t know if he hit Jaden, hit the wall, or even hit me, and I was just too soaked in adrenaline to feel it. All I knew was that this drug dealer had his hand in Becky’s death, Ev being in prison, my life being ruined, Vicki’s death, and probably Vicki being addicted to drugs, too.  
 
    I drove my right fist into his face. I did it again. And again. And again. A warm spray of blood told me I had returned his nose to its familiar fractured state. He was shouting — maybe for mercy, maybe a battle cry. I had no idea. I just didn’t want to stop hitting him. 
 
    “Sherman, stop!” 
 
    I punched him again. 
 
    “Stop!” This time it was accompanied by a grip on my forearm. The muscles behind that grip were weaker than my own, and I easily pulled free but because of the impediment, I didn’t hit the guy as hard. 
 
    “Iron, stop it!” 
 
    The voice was Jaden’s. 
 
    I paused. 
 
    “Iron, jeez! Get control of yourself. I’ve got his gun; I’ll cover him. Get up off him and take a deep breath.” 
 
    I did as she asked, turning away so I didn’t have to look at him. I wasn’t sure if the sight of his bloody broken nose would make me feel guilty or just make me want to punch him again. 
 
    “He was going to kill you, Jaden!” 
 
    “Um, yeah. I’m still pretty freaked out about it, but I don’t want to watch a man get beaten to death by your bare hands, Iron. Calm down; that was crazy.” 
 
    When I didn’t reply, she seemed to take that as my agreement not to attack him again. I wasn’t so sure. My young friend turned to her peer instead of me, waving the gun barrel at him. 
 
    “I’ve never shot a gun before, Don, what with being an ‘amateur’ and all. But since this just went off when my pal here tried to bludgeon you, I’m guessing it will go off again if I pull the trigger. Which I will absolutely do if you move. So now, let’s have some answers.” 
 
    He swore at her, the words slurred and nasal because of what I’d done to his nose. 
 
    Jaden, never taking the gun off him, touched the toe of her boot to his cheek, right next to his fractured nose, applying pressure. 
 
    “Ooooow! Ow thtop! OK, OK!” the drug dealer burbled sloppily because of the blood flowing freely from his nostrils. 
 
    “So did Ram Castro order you to bribe the judge or did you just do that yourself?” 
 
    “I don’t know anything about that.”  
 
    Jaden made reference to what we in Montana sometimes call “processed hay.” The rest of the world just calls it BS. 
 
    “I hacked the judge’s security cameras, Huang. I was watching when you dropped off that briefcase.” 
 
    “Bweefcathe? Tha’ wath juth pwoduc’. Wha’ bwibe?” 
 
    “Um, no,” Jaden shot back, waving his gun at him. “I saw it open later on camera. This guy saw it in person.” I wished she could point at me without pointing the barrel of the pistol. 
 
    “I’m theriouth. Look, all I do ith move pwoduc’ an’ take a cu’. I been hookin Whalen up for monthth.” 
 
    She looked at me, eyebrows raised, and I shrugged. Then Jaden tried, “And the drive-by?”  
 
    “OK, yeth, tha’ wath me. I pulled the twigger on Mith Talbot. It’th not like I wan’ed to, but that’th life, ya know? Thith bith’ness; ya get rich if ya do what you’re told. Ya get killed if ya don’t. I could either do her or die. Thorry it had to be her. Thorry about the other kids, OK?” 
 
    “No. Not OK. You just got the email from Castro, loaded up your gun — probably this one I’m holding right now — and cut class early so you could kill me after school? Just lucky for me I got held up by a boy asking me on a date?” 
 
    “Ith that wha’ you’re mad about? I never wanted to kill you. I don’t know what thith…” He jerked his thumb at me and called me a word the paper won’t let me print. “Wath talking about when he wro’ you were the target. My guy sent one of his guys to hold a gun on me and tell me to kill Ms. Tal--” 
 
    He cut off when we heard sirens. 
 
    “Crap,” I said. “The gunshot. Someone called the cops. Run!”  
 
    Jaden grabbed my arm to stop me from getting out too fast. “What if he gets up, Iron? He could follow us or at least get away from the police.” 
 
    “Should we tie him up?” 
 
    “Does she have any rope around here?”  
 
    I darted over to the closet and produced a handful of expensive leather dog leashes and collars. I dropped down beside him and put them to work securing the murderer. 
 
    I wasn’t too gentle, and he screamed the whole time. If he broke a finger while I was securing his hands, I wouldn’t mind at all. The leashes didn’t have to hold him for long. Just long enough for us to get away and for the cops to get here. Which, by the sound of it, could not amount to more than a minute. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 16 
 
    Jaden and I found our way to a cheap motel. The girl made me wait outside while she went in to rent a room. I offered to pay, but she just rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Credit cards are traceable, Iron. Using yours is a one-way ticket to jail. I got this.” 
 
    “Drug money again?” 
 
    “Yes and, at least partially because of that experience, I always keep a stack of prepaid Visa gift cards, so it’s not traceable. It’s part of the emergency stash I made for myself when I started this mistake. I also bought a fake ID from the same dark website where I used to buy weed. I can pay safely, Iron. You can’t.” 
 
    I yielded to her logic, though I hated letting her be the front man — front woman, I guessed. Jaden was obviously super smart and confident. She was a genius with computers. Besides, it was largely her fault I was in this mess. However, she was still an eighteen-year-old girl and letting her face any danger at all felt like a major dereliction of duty on my part. 
 
    Even the fact that she used to sell drugs didn’t alleviate my guard dog instinct toward her. 
 
    At last, we settled into our roadside fleabag with its door to the parking lot and took turns in the shower. I let Jaden go first. By the time I finished mine, the sun was coming up outside our window, and the fraying curtains weren’t doing that much to stop it. We each laid in our separate beds, rolled away from each other, but I could hear her shuffling in a way that made it clear she was as insomniac as I was. 
 
    “The drive-by was never about me at all,” she finally said, acknowledging the fact that neither of us was getting the sleep we needed. “It’s not just that they tried and failed, and the cops lied about them succeeding. They never even tried. It was all about Ms. Talbot. 
 
    “Why? She was just a computer teacher. What makes her worth a drive-by shooting, and all the heat it’s brought down since then? This has got to be hurting Huang’s and Castro’s bottom line with all the police activity going on around this right now. Why kill her?” 
 
    “What about that picture you said you saw?” I asked her. “Her and Judge Whalen?” 
 
    “I don’t know. On the one hand, it’s not the most shocking thing in the world that they’d know each other. I mean, teachers and judges don’t seem like a natural connection, but this isn’t that big a town. People just know each other.  
 
    “On the other hand, they were both murdered, and both with apparent connections to the drug dealers here in Hunter. That makes it a pretty strong likelihood they had something in common. I’d like to know what.” 
 
    “Huang killed Vicki. Do you suppose he killed Whalen too?”  
 
    “Could be,” Jaden answered me. “He definitely delivered the bribe money; I saw that on video.” 
 
    “Maybe Vicki knew about the bribe money, and that’s why they killed her?” 
 
    “Maybe. But how would she have known? She was just a computer programming teacher, remember?” 
 
    “She had a brochure from Willowbrook Healing Services,” I told her. There had been no time to tell her in Vicki’s apartment; Huang had burst in before I could. And now, as I filled her in, I felt guilty divulging this secret from Vicki’s life. 
 
    “It’s a rehab facility. I found it when we were searching,” I said. “It included a letter saying she had requested it. Maybe Vicki was a customer of Huang’s, too, not just a math teacher.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s sad. I liked her. I never would have guessed she had a problem.” 
 
    “Jaden, you sold the stuff.” 
 
    “Yeah, but just marijuana. Nothing that bad. And never to her. But I guess if she were using, that would explain the picture Becky had, the one of Ms. Talbot and Huang. Someone caught a picture of her buying, and Becky found out about it before she died.” 
 
    I sighed. I hated that Vicki didn’t look quite like the girl I thought she was anymore. The last time I saw her, it was all dogs and dance music. Now, she looked like a druggie. 
 
    “So that’s our working theory?” I asked. “Vicki was addicted to meth or something and bought it from Huang. In the course of buying drugs from Huang, she somehow found out about Huang bribing Judge Whalen to let local drug criminals off. Huang — and the rest of the organized crime people here, like Castro — killed her to keep her from ratting out the judge?” 
 
    “It’s not very satisfying,” Jaden said. “It doesn’t do anything to lock Castro up. He’s the one who ordered the drive-by, according to Huang. He’s the one I want to see go to prison forever, even if it turns out they weren’t trying to kill me. But it’s the best theory we have so far.” 
 
    “It doesn’t do anything for me,” I replied. “I need to prove I didn’t murder Whalen in order to not be on the run anymore. Someone shot Whalen. Until we can give the police a better suspect than me, this isn’t over for me.” 
 
    “Maybe Huang will confess while they have him in their custody,” Jaden hoped. 
 
    “Not if it will help me,” I said, remembering wanting to kill him. Part of me still did. “I doubt he’d do anything to help me.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Since we didn’t really get to sleep until morning, we slept until late afternoon. Both of us were struggling with our sleep patterns, from all this sneaking around at night. I’d been doing it longer than she had, which didn’t really feel like it was getting me more adapted at all.  
 
    While Jaden took another shower, I flipped on the afternoon local news on the crappy cheap TV that came with our motel room. Mostly, I was just thinking of gathering intelligence about our situation. The police might have told Becky’s former colleagues something about their progress, and if so, I wanted to know about it. 
 
    Becky’s former colleagues. 
 
    That thought hit me like a baseball bat to the gut. How many times had I seen that anchor desk with three people at it instead of two? How many times had I flipped on her channel just for the chance to listen to her speak? Her voice was like a flute playing classical music, and I used to be able to get a daily dose of it just by watching the competition. 
 
    No more. 
 
    Worse than no more. The anchor — I had met her through Becky, she was pleasant enough — hit the top story without giving me any time at all to prepare. 
 
    “We have tragic news for our viewers today. Our weather reporter, Becky Tighe, has been missing for two days. Today, your Action News Team received an anonymous tip. We have confirmed and are able to report that your award-winning weather and local news reporter Becky Tighe is dead, and the apparent cause of death is murder.” 
 
    I thumped onto the bed with a grunt. It felt like reliving all the sensations I had had when we found her car, only very slightly reduced by time. Becky’s official portrait was on the screen, smiling that practiced, glossy, red smile, showing her perfect teeth, reminding me that I would never see that face again. 
 
    The broadcast cut to one of Becky’s colleagues reporting from the woods where we had found her car. The familiar yellow tape surrounded the scene. Uniforms bustled around gathering, processing, investigating, and everything else. The impractical little convertible looked cold and lonely in the snowy woods. I could only hope they had treated the body respectfully. 
 
    The picture went back to the anchor desk, where Becky’s former colleague peered somberly into the camera. 
 
    “And now, News 8 is able to report that the Hunter Police have a new suspect in the string of murders that may have enveloped our beloved colleague here on the Action News Team. This woman is identified by the HPD as accompanying the wanted suspect Sherman Iron. Like Iron, she is considered armed and dangerous.” 
 
    The screen filled up with a picture of Jaden’s smiling, blue-haired face. 
 
    I swore. 
 
    The girl in question came out of the shower just in time to see her face on the news. A series of profanities exploded out of her mouth, each more shocking than the last. 
 
    “Of course Don would tell them about me,” she growled when she finally got done cursing. “Dirtbag. Ratted me right out. Well, crap, Iron. What do we do now?” 
 
    “We get out of here,” I responded. 
 
    “I paid for a couple nights--” 
 
    “Exactly, Jaden. You paid. The night clerk saw you. And your hair color is beautiful, but it’s not great for anonymity. Whoever it was is probably calling the cops right now.” 
 
    “I didn’t think of that,” she said, grabbing for the door. “You’re right, let’s get out of here.” 
 
    As we left, we heard the anchor reporting the arrest of Don Huang in connection to the same series of murders. At least one thing was going according to plan. But the plan never called for the cops knowing anything about Jaden.  
 
    “Your mom is going to kill me,” I said, following her out.    
 
    *** 
 
    Jaden’s hoodie covered her otherwise unmissable blue hair. We strolled down the streets of Hunter as nonchalantly as possible, hoping against hope that no one saw us. 
 
    Big, fat flakes of snow drifted lazily down from the sky, and the air had the fresh, wet chill that often came with active precipitation.  
 
    A few other pedestrians shared the sidewalks with us, but the Christmas shopping season was past, and the gradual lightening of the evenings that came after the solstice was slow to get started. No one really wanted to be out in the cold and the falling dark. I didn’t blame them. 
 
    “I’m at a loss, Iron. I’ve never been wanted by the cops before.” 
 
    Jaden whispered. There weren’t many people around, but the risk of being overheard was still too great. It had been a long time since I had just calmly walked down a public street. In fact, I had never done it with her. But we were out of places to run. Her own family’s apartment was no longer open to us, neither was Becky’s, neither was Vicky’s… 
 
    So, we were out on a public street, covering our faces and whispering to avoid giving ourselves away. 
 
    I said, “I’m not exactly used to it either.” 
 
    “At least you’ve had a few days’ experience.” 
 
    “At least you’ve done something to deserve it, Miss Retired-Marijuana-Dealer.” 
 
    “I said I’m quitting. I get it, I get it already. It doesn’t do anything to help us right now to go all preachy on me.” 
 
    “Sorry, Kid. I didn’t mean it. You’re right, I have had a few days to get used to the idea of being considered a criminal. It’s easier for me to joke about it.” 
 
    “And don’t call me ‘Kid,’ either. You’re, what, 23?” 
 
    “Twenty-two.” 
 
    “Yeah. You’re four years older than me, Iron. Don’t call me kid.” 
 
    Instead of giving me a chance to apologize, she just went right into her main complaint. 
 
    “What’s this going to do to my scholarships? I’ve got plans, Iron. My family needs one of us to make it. Mom needs somebody to actually make money. I can’t afford to not be able to go to college because I lost all the financial aid from trying to help you.” 
 
    “You’re innocent, Jaden. You didn’t kill Whalen. I didn’t kill Whalen. You were trying to expose criminals, not trying to commit crimes. Once we prove that — for you and for me — you won’t lose your scholarships. You’ll be a hero for helping find whoever really killed a judge.” 
 
    “Yeah, but Iron, the weed. They’ve got Huang in custody. Huang can tell them I used to sell.” 
 
    “Well, you quit that. You learned. It’ll be fine.” 
 
    “What makes you say it’ll be fine? You think M.I.T. is going to just ignore a criminal conviction? ‘Oh, you sold marijuana? No biggie, here’s a full ride. Come study here.’ I don’t think it works like that. My life might be over, Iron.” 
 
    “It’s not going to be that bad.” 
 
    However, if she asked me why again, I wasn’t sure what I would tell her. I just knew regardless of she might say about me not being that much older, I was enough older that I felt like protecting her was part of my job in this. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 17 
 
    As the sun fell behind the mountains to the west, and the chill of winter night made me guiltily eye the heavy stolen coat I had given Jaden, I pondered the fact that its owner was gone. Art would never ask for the coat back. With him dead and obviously connected to the murders, the cops would search his house. They might find evidence that I had been there. If they were super diligent, they could probably identify my boot prints in and around the home and connect them back to the boot prints around Judge Whalen’s home.  
 
    But that wouldn’t exactly affect me very much. I was already a suspect. 
 
    I wished now I had taken more clothes. If I had known he was following me and already knew where I was, I might not have left his house in such a hurry to avoid being caught. Once again, the thought of all that nice Scotch percolated to the top of my head.  
 
    But there was no going back now. The cops would be all over Art’s place. 
 
    I wondered how long he’d been following me. He’d been on my tail when I had made my foolish return to Becky’s apartment. Obviously, he’d been there when I went to Jaden’s. He told me as much. But before then? 
 
    I asked Jaden. 
 
    “Not really sure,” she replied. “He said ‘they’ were trying to find out who made the anonymous phone call to you alerting you to Judge Whalen on the take. Obviously, they had your desk line at the Post bugged. That makes it seem like he’d probably been following you since then, Iron. Odds are he was in the area when you broke into Whalen’s home.” 
 
    “But if the whole thing was about finding out who made that call, why would they have had my phone tapped? They’d have to bug it before you made that call, and that doesn’t match up with the stated reason for all this.” 
 
    She shrugged. “You’re a reporter. You filed the story about the drive-by and about the hearing. For criminals with all the drug money in the world, it’s not that big a deal to listen in on your calls just to be on the safe side.  Depending on what kind of multiline system you have at the Post, I could probably find out whether they did and, depending on how they did it, maybe even the IP address to which the take is being sent.” 
 
    “Jaden, you can’t be suggesting we break into the Hunter Post!” 
 
    “What? No! Are you crazy? That’s where you work, and you’re wanted by the cops. They’re going to be swarming all over that place.” 
 
    “What, then? What’s our next step?” 
 
    “I think we just wait, Iron. You heard the TV in the hotel. The cops have Killer now. That’s half the problem. Once he gives them Castro, and they get both of them into a courtroom that doesn’t feature a bribed judge, the whole problem should be solved. Huang was the killer, and Castro gave the orders. Once the cops have that, you and I can come out of hiding.” 
 
    “You think they’ll just confess?” 
 
    “Soon enough.” 
 
    “You’re the one who told me Killer Don was too hardcore to just get the truth out of.” 
 
    “It’s a little different to have a guy in a prison cell with cops doing a professional investigation, Iron. At any rate, giving the cops a chance to prove we’re innocent is way safer and smarter than trying to do it ourselves. I think all we have to do is survive a night or two outside, and we can be done with this.” 
 
    It was hard to disagree with it. Now that they had Huang, the Hunter Police Department might actually be able to finish this off. But the part about surviving a couple of nights… 
 
    “We need a place to hole up then,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, but both of us are known. We can’t rent a hotel. We can’t go to either of our homes. Where?” 
 
    “I’ve got an idea.” 
 
    She turned to look at me. “I could definitely stand to be inside, Iron. What’s your idea? I really want it to be workable.” 
 
    “Ev’s house.” 
 
    “Ev Talbot? You mean the guy the cops arrested the night you ran away from the scene of the crime? Don’t you think that’s a bit risky?” 
 
    I shrugged. “The cops will probably have already thoroughly processed his house for evidence, and we know he’s not coming back; he’s in jail. So, no one is probably going to bother us there.” 
 
    “Can we get in?” 
 
    I reached in my pocket and produced the key twist-tied to a piece of paper that said, “Dad’s place.”  
 
    “I swiped this while we were in Vicki’s apartment.” 
 
    “Good thinking, Iron.” 
 
    “I’m getting so used to stealing stuff. I’m going to have to unlearn the habit if I ever get back to normal life.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Ev’s house was a small, two-bedroom unit on the north side of town. I had been there for many a barbecue, football game, or just plain beers after work. No police cars waited on the curb outside. No yellow tape roped off the front door. 
 
    Instead, simple suburbia greeted us as we walked up the front step in the black winter hours before the sunrise. His next-door neighbor had flower beds under her window — empty now until spring. Ev’s Chevy Tahoe was parked in the open garage since we had taken my vehicle to the rental place where we had picked up the van. 
 
    Snow covered most of the lawn still, gray and tire-tracked in his driveway. I could see a few boot prints in the walk to the front steps. 
 
    I walked up to the front door like I owned the place. I was getting so used to other people’s homes by now, it was almost easy for me. The key worked right away, and we popped in. Ev was a lot more budget conscious than Art Keen; his thermostat was down to fifty but compared to the fifteen degrees outside, it felt like a sauna. I quickly cranked it up to 70 for added comfort. The plan was to stay here as long as we could. 
 
    We had learned from our experience at Vicki’s house. We left the lights off and tried not to make silhouettes on the windows. Even so, some temptations are irresistible and, to Jaden, computers were at the top of that list. 
 
    She quickly booted up Ev’s desktop. When the operating system asked for a PIN, she calmly tapped in an answer. Watching over her shoulders, I saw her fingers hit the keys for Vicki’s birthday. 
 
    Jaden sat back a bit, surprised not to have gotten it on the first try. 
 
    “You’ve gotten in most computers so far with a birthday,” I told her. “It wasn’t always going to be right. Don’t be too disappointed.” 
 
    “Most users are painfully stupid about passwords,” she replied. “Everyone uses birthdays and phone numbers and stuff. I’m sure you have one on your phone or tablet too, Iron. Don’t even try to lie.” 
 
    I remained silent, thinking about Becky’s birthday as the passcode to my phone. 
 
    “So yeah, it actually is a bit surprising not to get through with that. Let me try a few more.” 
 
    I saw her type in Ev’s birthday. Mine. Nothing. 
 
    Jaden sat back in the chair, tapping her lower lip. She blew out a sigh that made her blue bangs fly up. 
 
    Finally, she said, “Ugh, gross,” and tapped four keys again. I couldn’t see what they were, but the screen opened up. 
 
    “What worked?” I asked her. 
 
    “You don’t want to know. Just let me work.” 
 
    “Oh, now I have to hear. Come on, Jaden! We’re in this together.” 
 
    “Seriously, Iron. You respect the man. I don’t want to ruin that for you.” 
 
    “Come on, you put it that way, you know I’m going to badger you until you tell me.” 
 
    She shrugged. Staring at the computer screen, clicking to have a look at some files, she never made eye contact with me as she dropped the bomb. 
 
    “The last four of Huang’s mobile number.” 
 
    “What? Don Huang? Your competition? The guy we left for the cops? Why would that work? What even made you think it would work?” 
 
    “It was the detox brochure you told me about at his daughter’s house, Iron.” 
 
    I stared at her, waiting for more information than that. She still didn’t look at me. 
 
    “I knew Ms. Talbot. She was my favorite teacher. She didn’t have a drug problem. You can tell a meth user, Iron. They act crazy. They let their hygiene go. Someone on meth will sell their own family for more of it. Ms. Talbot, on the other hand, was totally normal. The brochure couldn’t possibly be for her. So… for someone else, right? But who? Who does she care about? It's not you because I’ve been with you days, and you haven’t had time to shoot up. So, who else? 
 
    “Her father. She cared about her father. I tried the hunch, and the computer opened up.” 
 
    “What makes you so sure it couldn’t be for her? If I thought, ‘Ev couldn’t possibly have a drug problem,’ and you thought, ‘Ms. Talbot couldn’t possibly have a drug problem,’ what makes you right and me wrong?” 
 
    “Well, for one thing, I tried Huang’s number, and it worked, so that’s evidence enough that I’m right.” 
 
    “Wait. You’re saying Ev — Everett Talbot, my friend, the legend of Montana journalism, Ev who brought down a whole gang in Vegas and shot one of the gang members doing it — that Ev is a drug addict?” 
 
    “Hey, we’ve all got issues, man. I don’t judge. I just know his dealer’s phone number worked as a PIN. It’s got to be a number you’ll have no trouble remembering. One you call often. And Huang’s holding of course, so you never put that kind of number in your address book. Evidence. If he was hooking Ev up, Ev would have that number locked away in the gray matter.” 
 
    I didn’t really know what to say. I had been depressed about the idea that Vicki might have a drug problem. Jaden’s version of the story…was it better or worse? I didn’t know. The idea that my friend might be hooked instead of his daughter was just as bad. Maybe worse. 
 
    “Everything we learn makes me want to punch the entire drug trade in the face.” 
 
    “‘Bout time someone at the Post did. Maybe this tells us why your paper never digs into the local gangs, Iron. Their top reporter was hooked on their product. His incentives were all against causing trouble for them. At least until his daughter got killed. Then all of a sudden it mattered to him. About time something made him care.” 
 
    “Don’t talk that way about Vicki or Ev,” I said. 
 
    “Hey, I knew her too, OK. Ms. Talbot was the only person in Hunter better at computers than I am. I learned a good chunk of what I know from her.” 
 
    I didn’t reply. Just because she knew Vicki didn’t make it right to be sarcastic about her tragedy, which just kept seeming worse and worse. Ev addicted to drugs, his daughter trying to get him into rehab just before she died… 
 
    Suddenly, the seriousness hit me like a gut punch. Vicki’s last wish before she died was to get Ev free from his addiction. I decided then and there that when I cleared both our names and got him out of prison, I would make it my mission as well. I would get Ev checked into that rehab clinic she had the brochure for. He’d have to listen to me after all this. 
 
    I walked away, both to let Jaden work and to process. Just like at Vicki’s apartment, once the girl got her nose in a computer screen, she stopped being any kind of conversationalist. I meandered through the house, my mind wandering, not really giving it the kind of focused search I once had given Whalen’s place. It was hard to stop being sad about Everett. I thought Jaden might actually have a piece of the truth about Ev and the Post. 
 
    He always blamed the editor when we didn’t devote more staff time to gang crime or else he’d point the fingers at the corporate goons in New York who owned the Post and half the other papers in Montana. But maybe he was just covering for himself. Maybe the reason he never dug too deep into the meth trade in Hunter was because he didn’t want to put his supply at risk. 
 
    Ev’s wife had left him long ago. He always said it had to do with the gang coverage he’d been doing in Vegas and Mexico and the end of his career. He made out like she left him because he wasn’t a celebrity reporter anymore, he’d fallen down to just being a podunk local. But maybe it had all been about the drugs. 
 
    “Iron!” 
 
    Jaden called my name from the next room, and I hustled in there to see what she’d found. She pushed her hair out of her eyes, with her nose so close to the screen it was almost touching. She moved her head back and replaced it with her finger, jabbing at the screen, touching it. 
 
    She had the email client open. And a picture took up most of the screen. 
 
    My one-time date. Jaden’s teacher. Vicki Talbot. It wasn’t so unusual for Ev to have a picture of his daughter, of course. But what made it noteworthy was the other person in it. 
 
    Don Huang.  
 
    I could already tell, but Jaden insisted on proving it to me anyway. She held up Becky Tighe’s phone with the picture we’d found on it. 
 
    Vicki Talbot with Don Huang. 
 
    This was the same picture. 
 
    Except, of course, that the version on Becky’s phone had the telltale shininess that said she had taken a picture of a picture. This one. It had probably been this exact screen of which she’d taken the picture. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    CHAPTER 18 
 
    “She never went to see Art Keen,” I said. “She came here. Why? What’s going on here, Jaden?” 
 
    “I can’t tell whether you’re right or not, Iron. She could have come here and taken a picture of this very screen. Or she might, indeed, have gone to see Art Keen, just like she said.” 
 
    Jaden pointed at the top of the open email — the one that had this picture embedded in it. Her fingertip came to rest on the “From” line of the message. 
 
    Art Keen. 
 
    I swore. I swore again. Then I got my head together enough to ask, “Are you really so sure Vicki couldn’t have been the one with a drug problem?” 
 
    “Yes,” Jaden replied at once. 
 
    “Art Keen’s a cop. If he has this picture, that makes it look an awful lot like he was investigating Vicki.” 
 
    “So why send it to Everett?” 
 
    “Ev’s a reporter,” I replied. “Keen was the department PIO. He and Ev worked together all the time.” 
 
    “Yeah but not when the story’s his own daughter, Iron. You know that. You’re a reporter too. Ev breaking a story where his own daughter is a subject is unethical in every way there is. The Post would never let him run it.” 
 
    “OK, smart guy. What’s going on here then?” 
 
    “Hey, don’t blame me, Iron. It’s not my fault your idol is a druggie.” 
 
    “Sounds awful judgy from someone who was selling them.” 
 
    “I was wrong. I quit. How many times do you want me to say it before you stop hitting me with it every time?” 
 
    “OK, OK. I’m sorry. I…these are my friends, Jaden. Ev. Art. Vicki. All of them. I get defensive about them.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” came out of her mouth, but her tone didn’t say “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    “So, what do you think happened? Why is this picture here?” 
 
    “Vicki had the brochure for the drying out tank,” Jaden said. “Vicki met with Don Huang. I think she was trying to get her father off drugs, and the meeting with Huang was about threatening to turn him in. Your friend Keen was on the take from the druggies, so he sent this picture to warn Everett that his daughter was messing around in his secrets.” 
 
    I walked out of the room without another word. Not that I rejected Jaden’s explanation. It all fit perfectly; she could very easily be right. I didn’t walk away because I thought she was wrong. 
 
    It just hurt too much to have her be right.  
 
    My mentor addicted to drugs. His addiction used to blunt any threat the Hunter Post might have posed to the drug cartel with investigative journalism. My friend Art Keen corrupted by dealers and trying to keep Ev addicted. Besides those two people, everyone I knew in Hunter was dead. Becky and Vicki were gone, wiped out of the world by criminals who didn’t care about anything but keeping the money flowing.  
 
    It was all so bleak. It made my whole life feel so empty. And Jaden Waverly was so glib about the whole thing. 
 
    She was a teenager. I recognized that; I tried to cut her some slack, but the kid seemed to take no account of the fact that everything we had learned was painful. My days on the run, Becky’s death, Jaden’s scholarship placed at risk…all it had bought us was pain and emptiness. There was no resolution, there was only an aching, hollow place in the soul where friends should have been. 
 
    Ev’s house was still dark to avoid showing any potential criminals where we were. Art was dead, Huang was in the hands of the cops, but Ram Castro was still out there, and he could send more thugs after us at any time. 
 
    Everett and I had been hanging out together ever since I came to the Post. Since I lived in a tiny little apartment, and he could afford a house with a yard, I was over here for beers and burgers quite a bit, so I knew my way around even in the dark. 
 
    Many things I had seen before but always ignored now presented themselves in a totally different light. The week-or-more of dirty dishes in the sink. The pizza boxes piled high in the corner. Once, I had taken them as signs of a man who had lost his wife and didn’t know how to take care of his space. 
 
    Now, they showed me a victim of addiction, letting his life lapse because his focus was all on the next fix. 
 
    I wandered into his bedroom where the bed was unmade, the covers thrown all around the bed like a wall keeping invaders out of it. The fitted light blue sheets had come off two corners and had not been fixed. 
 
    The floor of Ev’s bedroom wore a second carpet made entirely of dirty clothes. From underwear and sweats to collared work shirts and jeans, everything he had worn for more than a week before going to prison laid on the floor, untouched. 
 
    This bedroom belonged to a man who didn’t care about his life anymore. Addiction. Jaden was right. Ev was using, and Vicki had been trying to get him help. 
 
    I investigated his walk-in closet. Part of me wanted to find his stash. I wanted to see the needles, the spoons, the pipes, whatever. I wanted the firsthand proof to help me get over the sickly longing not to believe this of him. 
 
    In the closet, I passed Ev’s .308 hunting rifle, the one he’d brought the time we had hunted together. I pushed his one sport coat aside, sorting through piles of books he had shoved to the back and a few unopened boxes. On one shelf, I found some ammo for the rifle — Ev bought the cheap stuff; you could get 20 rounds for $10 at any big box store… 
 
    I froze. 
 
    No words. My mouth opened, but no words came out.  
 
    The .308 hunting rifle. 
 
    The cheap ammo laying around the sniper’s nest at the top of the hill in Hunter Forest. 
 
    I started hyperventilating. I stumbled as I backed out of the closet, still unable to get a word out. 
 
    Jaden came in and saw me standing with a hand over my heart, jibbering. 
 
    “Iron, what’s wrong?” 
 
    I ignored her and pushed her aside. I raced back to the front door of the house, barely managing to slap the light switch for a little illumination. I rammed it open with my shoulder and crashed down the front steps, barely catching my balance at the bottom in time to avoid falling. I lurched over to the place in the snow leading up to the steps, where I had seen them on the way in. 
 
    Boot prints. 
 
    Unlike the sniper’s hide, I couldn’t see anything of the brand name here, but the tracks were the same. The exact same. 
 
    I picked up my own right foot, balanced precariously on my left, to look at the bottom of my boot; I was still wearing the same ones Ev had bought me for our break in. They had come from the same store and were the same brand. The same tread as the one’s in Ev’s snow. The same tread as the ones Becky’s killer had worn.  
 
    I could read the brand name on the bottom of my own footwear. The first two letters were the same as I had seen on the hill in the forest. 
 
    “Very clever, Iron. I thought you’d probably figure it out eventually.” 
 
    I looked up from my boot to see my one-time friend’s craggy face glaring at me in the light from his living room. Everett Talbot, the dean of the Hunter press corps, the man who taught me everything I knew about real world journalism. 
 
    Ev Talbot, who was supposed to be in prison. 
 
    My voice clung to the low registers at first. “You son of a—” 
 
    “Inside, Iron. Step inside.” 
 
    “You tried to kill me!” I was at full volume by then, loud enough for the whole neighborhood to hear if any of them were awake. 
 
    I almost launched myself at him to grapple with him, but then I saw the pistol in his hand. A sig Sauer with a sound suppressor on the threaded barrel. The same one that had killed Judge Whalen. The same one Art Keen had taken from me. 
 
    It was aimed right at the middle of my face. Staring straight down the barrel, that .45 caliber hole looked like the very mouth of hell. 
 
    I put my hands in the air and backed up, taking a few hesitant backwards steps toward his front door. My glare had lost a lot of power in my fear of this pistol aimed at me, but I still never broke eye contact with him until he told me to turn around and open the door. 
 
    Staring straight at him like that, I could see his wide, dilated pupils. I could see how fast he was breathing. He was high as a kite. 
 
    Jaden met me as I came through.  
 
    “Iron, what’s going on? Why’d you suddenly run—” 
 
    “Because my so-called friend is the murderer,” I replied. “That’s why I suddenly ran outside. And look who I found.” 
 
    Jaden screamed when Everett walked in carrying the gun. 
 
    “Shut up!” he shouted at her at once. 
 
    I stared at the man I had once thought of almost as a father figure. “It’s worth this?” I asked, unable to believe it. “The drugs are worth all this?” 
 
    “You don’t know what it’s like, Iron. You don’t know what it’s like to go without. You don’t know what withdrawal is like. You’ve never been starving and puking and sweating and screaming all at the same time.” 
 
    A cold realization hit me. “Huang said he got the word to do the drive-by from someone anonymous.” 
 
    Everett didn’t say anything, but his lip quivered, and his face looked like tectonic plates were slipping under the surface. The barrel of his pistol wavered, tracing a tiny little-figure eight as the muscles holding it on me weakened. 
 
    “I can’t believe it. I cannot believe it. She was your daughter, Ev! You sick bastard!” 
 
    “She just wouldn’t shut up about the junk, Iron. She couldn’t get it through her head. I have to be on Castro’s good side. I have to be. I need it. She couldn’t get that. She couldn’t take no for an answer about that drying out tank.” 
 
    “You are evil,” I said. They were the only words that made sense. 
 
    “He’s the one?” Jaden asked, her voice rising, her lungs filling. 
 
    “He told Huang to gun her down,” I said, still staring at him, unable to quite make reality fit into any matrix that made sense. “His own daughter, along with a bunch of kids. Just because she wouldn’t stand by while he kept poisoning himself.” 
 
    The scream that started building in Jaden when she spoke now came out full force: wordless, anguished, wailing. 
 
    “Shut up!” Ev shouted at her again. “Just shut your idiot mouth! I don’t want the cops here. If you draw them, you will die the moment I hear a siren, understand? Stop your screaming, or I’ll stop it for you.” 
 
    I moved in front of her. “Not happening, Ev. I’m not letting you hurt this kid.” 
 
    “Big talk, Iron. You haven’t been much of a sheep dog so far.” 
 
    It took a second for the words to sink in. I blinked, trying to process the horrifying reality. Besides Jaden, who else had I tried to protect? There was one name on that list. 
 
    Only one. 
 
    A profanity tumbled out of my mouth but without any force behind it. My breath was completely taken away. I almost tumbled backward onto the carpet, the truth punched me so hard in the gut. 
 
    When I could finally speak again, it came out as a scream, and I was already moving when it happened. 
 
    “You killed Becky!” 
 
    It was never a choice. It was never a decision. The elemental anger I’d been carrying since I saw her dead came out of me in muscle memory and rage. I slammed into Everett Talbot, reaching for his throat as we both tumbled to the ground. I got my fingers around his neck, and I squeezed. 
 
    But something wasn’t working right.  
 
    Only my right hand was squeezing. My left wouldn’t do anything at all. My left hand wouldn’t move. It wouldn’t tighten. And it couldn’t even hold Ev down as he pushed me off and scrambled away, waving the still-smoking barrel of his silenced handgun at me. 
 
    Still smoking. 
 
    I looked over at my left arm and felt horror at the sight of blood pumping out of it. I’d been shot. He had shot me when I charged him, and I’d been so hyped up on adrenaline I hadn’t even felt it. 
 
    Jaden dove to her knees beside me, wrapping her hands just above my elbow where I’d been shot, trying to apply pressure to the wound. “Iron, Iron, Iron,” she keened over and over again, seemingly unable to say anything else.  
 
    Putting all my weight on my right elbow, I levered myself up to where I could look at Everett as he rose back to his feet. 
 
    He pointed his gun at me. “That’s far enough, Iron. Don’t move.” 
 
    Her hands slick with red blood from trying to staunch my gunshot, Jaden screamed, “He’s bleeding bad! Call an ambulance!” 
 
    Everett laughed at her, watching my blood soak into his carpet and spread a dark stain. 
 
    “Don’t be stupid,” he said. “I’m not calling an ambulance. What, do you think I’m here to help or something?” 
 
    Jaden’s only reply was to scream, “Help him!” 
 
    Ev laughed again. “OK. You want me to help him? Here’s the deal, little girl. You’re the one we’ve been looking for. You’re the one who made the anonymous phone call to this idiot here and gave him the heads up about Judge Whalen. You’ve got information I want, and I intend to get it.” 
 
    She stared at him blankly, not understanding. I felt like my own grasp of the situation was fading as my veins gave up their precious cargo to the winter air blowing in through the open door. So, if my words seemed like they weren’t on point, blame it on not getting enough oxygen to my brain. 
 
    “I thought you were my friend,” I slurred. “Why’d you help me so much if you think I’m an idiot?” 
 
    Ev snorted. “Seriously? Iron, I’d been keeping the paper from making any trouble for Castro for years. I had the big name and rep. Everyone listened to me there. When I told them a story wasn’t going to lead anywhere, they took my word for it. But someone new? A fresh cub? He might have got some kind of idealism bug and tried to do some real investigative journalism. Best way to make sure your choices never caused trouble? Take you under my wing and guide your choices.” 
 
    “You shot at me in Becky’s.” 
 
    “Just needed to get you moving. Sitting there, you weren’t helping us find Ms. Whalen here.” 
 
    “Will you two shut up and find me something to use as a tourniquet?” Jaden shouted. 
 
    “I told you, girl! Stop shouting. I don’t want my neighbors calling the cops.” 
 
    “Well I do!” she yelled back at him at the top of her lungs. 
 
    Ev shifted the long, sound-suppressed barrel toward her. “You won’t be able to help Iron much if I shoot you dead to keep you quiet.” 
 
    She stopped making noise, but I could see the effort it caused her in her scrunched-up face. 
 
    “So, this is what I want to know, Miss Dark Web Marijuana. How much surveillance did you have on Whalen’s house? How’d you know about the payoff?” 
 
    Ev nodded over toward the coat closet by the door and said, “You can trade what you know for the chance to tear one of those into a tourniquet if you want, or you can just let Iron bleed to death.” 
 
    Jaden’s face looked like she wasn’t screaming every dirty name in the book at him only by sheerest willpower. 
 
    “So, how were you watching Whalen’s house? How did you know about the payoff?” 
 
    “Don’t, Jaden.” 
 
    The words barely managed to push their way past my lips. 
 
    “Shush. Save your strength.” That part she looked at me for, although my eyelids felt so heavy, I barely noticed. Then she looked back to Everett. 
 
    “His own surveillance cameras. He left his network router set to the default password, so I could just google it. Then I could just watch the streams from all the security cameras he had in his house. The one at the front door showed me the payoff.” 
 
    Ev nodded. “OK, that makes sense. Now, one last question, and then I’ll let you try to make a tourniquet for Iron if you want. 
 
    “Did he have surveillance cameras in his back yard?” 
 
    “Why?” Jaden asked. 
 
    “Just answer the question. Those surveillance cameras you were hacking. Did he have them in the backyard?” 
 
    “You killed Whalen.”  
 
    I slurred the words out without ever really realizing they were coming. Through the foggy, oxygen-starved reaches of my brain, somehow the fact that he cared so much about the backyard connected up with the backyard window he had helped me escape out of and the fact that Ev had been out of the van scouting the area for possible threats just before we broke in. 
 
    “Nice catch, Iron. Yes, that’s why I want to know. I want to know if there’s video evidence I did it. Because if there’s not, Iron…well, if there’s not, you killed him and then came to my house to try to kill the only witness.” 
 
    Jaden barked a swear word at him. 
 
    “Easy, kid,” Ev said. “Remember, you can buy yourself a tourniquet by telling me the truth. Or buy one for him, anyway. Better hurry, though. Iron’s been bleeding for a while.” 
 
    Jaden’s blue bangs were matted to her face with the tears she’d been shedding ever since I got shot. Her eyes silently begged me to understand that she had no choice. 
 
    “Don’t,” I cautioned her again, not sure if it would be my last breath, my last words. 
 
    “No,” Jaden said, unable to meet Ev’s gaze. “No security cameras in the backyard.” 
 
    “Very good!” he said, mimicking a teacher praising a good student. “She can learn after all. And I’ll even be a good sport about it. Go ahead and get up. Help yourself to anything in my coat closet that you think you can make a tourniquet out of.” 
 
    Jaden whipped up to her feet at once, heading over to the closet like my life depended on it, which it might have. 
 
    But the moment her back was to him, Ev aimed the silenced .45 right between her shoulder blades. 
 
    Don Huang. 
 
    Killer Don, as Jaden called him, had access to an apparently unlimited stream of cheap handguns. I suppose, in retrospect, it wasn’t so unusual for a drug dealer to have a lot of weapons. However, after I had taken a pistol from him in our encounter at Hunter High, it had been somewhat surprising to me when he had shown up at Vicki’s apartment with yet another firearm in his position. 
 
    I’d taken that one, too. 
 
    I still had both of them tucked into my belt — the very toolbelt Ev had given me as part of our plumber disguise for the initial break in. 
 
    My first shot was probably enough. It went right through his heart, and a fountain of blood poured out; a wine-colored Rorschach blot flung through the air. But I didn’t let it rest at that. I pulled the trigger again, and again, and again, and again, until it wouldn’t pull anymore, and the slide locked open over an empty magazine, smoke drifting lazily from the barrel and the chamber, the acrid scent of gunpowder filling the air. 
 
    “Becky,” I breathed, as Everett Talbot died. “For Becky.” 
 
    And then I passed out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    EPILOGUE 
 
    The first time I woke up, there were a bunch of medical personnel in white coats and surgical masks hovering over me like news helicopters over a traffic accident, and almost as noisy. I tried to ask them what was going on, but I wasn’t sure if the words came out right or not. One of them fiddled with a valve on a tube leading to a breathing mask I hadn’t realized I was wearing. Almost at once, I drifted off again. 
 
    The next time I woke up, there were a bunch of cops. They did apologize for suspecting me, but in my opinion, it was not nearly as profuse an apology as I felt I deserved. They wanted to hear everything about Art, about Ev, about Huang. I told them what I could remember. They left. They came back. I told them other stuff I had remembered since the first time. They left. They came back. I remembered still more. 
 
    By the third visit, they were willing to tell me that forensic analysis of the bullets in Becky’s couch and fridge, and at the scene of Art’s death, all matched Everett’s .308 and his supply of cheap ammo. 
 
    “As near as we can tell, Castro had two different schemes going on at the same time,” one of the cops told me. “One was just his ordinary run of the mill operations. That Huang kid was one of his main street dealers and made up a lot of Castro’s income. He’s cooperating fully, by the way. Good job tying him up long enough for us to get there. 
 
    “The other scheme was the bigger one,” the cop said while I just rested and listened. “Apparently, Castro likes to keep all his bases covered. The cops, the judges, and even the newspapers. Keeping you guys at the Post from stirring up outrage about him flooding our streets with drugs was a big deal to him so keeping Ev Talbot on a leash mattered a lot. When Vicki started getting really pushy about trying to get Ev cleaned up, Castro gave him the go ahead to do something about it.” 
 
    Do something about it. With those four simple words, a life had ended. Were Vicki and I ever going to be anything? Maybe. Maybe not. Probably not judging by how much I still cared about Becky. But it still hurt. I had to grab for some tissues for my eyes and nose. The cop looked away. 
 
    “Meth sucks,” he said, as if in response to my attempt to hide the tears. “Get hooked, and you’ll do things you’d never imagine. I’ve seen it a lot. But… his own daughter…” 
 
    I nodded and pushed the box of tissues away, indicating I was ready to go on. 
 
    “So once Ms. Talbot was out of the way and not bothering him anymore, all Castro had to do was pay the Judge, and he was in the clear again. But then, apparently, you got that anonymous tip about the judge being bribed. 
 
    “Your friend got a bit ahead of himself and took action to fix the situation without asking his crime lord boss first. That’s what Castro gets for relying on an addict. Poor impulse control. Bad planning. 
 
    “By the way, that was incredibly dumb, Mr. Iron. Even if the whole thing had been legit, and you had gotten the evidence you wanted and the story you wanted, none of it would have been admissible as evidence. It wouldn’t have helped put him away. Your break in would probably have done more harm than good.” 
 
    “Yeah. I’ve had quite a few days to beat myself up over it laying here in the hospital, thank you.” 
 
    “Well, before you guys actually did the break in, Talbot talked to Castro, and they agreed on a better-thought-out plan. They were going to use you to lead them to whoever made that phone call because that was the real threat. Ev Talbot never actually did go to prison. Art Keen made the call that he wasn’t the killer, wasn’t a flight risk, and the real subject of our investigation should be the man who fled the scene: you. And then you did exactly what they hoped. You led them to Miss Waverly.” 
 
    “Like I said, I don’t need extra help to feel guilty.” 
 
    The cop left, having run out of ways to make me feel like dirt. Eventually, I got a copy of the Hunter Post. They were running Associated Press coverage of the story, since their own two reporters were off this beat with extreme prejudice, so to speak. The story took everything the cop had shared with me, colored it up a little with “How does it feel” quotes from the Judge’s wife, Jaden, Becky’s parents… 
 
    That last one hurt. 
 
    On the morning my nurse told me I’d be leaving, I woke up to find a visitor I liked a little more than the police. Jaden sat in the chair at the side of my bed, flicking and tapping on her phone, waiting for me to wake up. 
 
    “Hey,” I said. 
 
    “Morning,” she said back. “They wouldn’t let me in here until the cops got done with you. How you feeling, Iron? The doctors say you’re going to be fine.” 
 
    “They tell me the same thing. I’m leaving in a bit.” 
 
    “Yeah, Mom and I are here to give you a ride home, actually. Mom figured you didn’t have anyone else to pick you up when I told her, and the docs say the painkillers you’re on are too powerful for you to be allowed to drive.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “Your mom’s not going to hit me, is she?” 
 
    Jaden laughed. “Well, I won’t lie. She’s pretty unsure about you. I had to swear up and down you’re not a pervert trying to rob the cradle. But it doesn’t much matter. I’m out of here in a couple months, so she won’t have to worry about me trying to date a guy that much older than me. Ugh. Gross and creepy. She doesn’t have to worry.” 
 
    “I guess none of this wrecked your scholarship to MIT?” 
 
    Jaden laughed, and it was a brighter, airier laugh than I had ever heard from her since we met. She was healing faster than I was.  
 
    “Wrecked it? Iron, they’re putting me in their alumni magazine. ‘Early Admission Uses Tech Skills to Solve Drug Murder Mystery.’” 
 
    “Good. I’m glad. Go off and do great things, kid. You’ve got a real talent for the stuff you do. Phat Skilz, as it were.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. 
 
    “What about you, Iron? What are you going to do next?” 
 
    “I’m assuming the paper will let me back off the leash again soon.” 
 
    “Still covering crime?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Ev’s gone, so I might move up the ladder. But… I don’t really want to give up covering crime. Castro’s still out there, Jaden.” 
 
    “I went through a lot to get you out of this alive, Iron. I don’t really want to hear about you risking your life again.” 
 
    “It’s not risking my life. It’s bigger. I used to think Everett had taught me everything I knew about real-world journalism. But now I realize that’s not true, Jaden. Part of it I learned from Becky. And from you. From both of you in the course of this business. Most of journalism is just workaday stuff. You get the comments from the police Public Information Officer, you paste them into a story, you hit publish, you count clicks. 
 
    “But not all of it. Not the heart of it. I got into this business because I had a person I wanted to be. I wanted to dig deep. I wanted to learn the truth, to tell the world. I wanted to be the kind of person who was willing to deal with some sketchy characters so people could be fully informed, just like Becky said. 
 
    “Becky wasn’t afraid to put herself at risk when that’s what it took to learn the truth. It’s not OK that she died, but it’s also not OK to ignore who she was and the choices she made. That’s how I’m going to remember her. She risked her life to learn the truth. That was who she wanted to be. 
 
    “It’s who I want to be, too.” 
 
   


  
 


 
    Next Book 
 
    Did you enjoy Irons in the Fire? You can pre-order the next book in the series today! Sherman Iron, Jaden Waverly, and Ram Castro are back in Iron Law, along with a whole new cast of characters from Hunter, Montana. Pre-order today and it will be auto-delivered to your Kindle on September 30, 2020! 
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    NOTE FOR READERS 
 
    Thank you so much for reading Irons in the Fire. I really enjoyed writing this story, and writing would lose all its value without someone to read it. Thank you. 
 
    Your honest review would mean a lot to me. Reviews help readers decide whether to buy a book. They also help the author sell more copies of the book to the people who will like it. And they’re really easy to do. All it takes is 20 words or more. Would you please leave an honest review of Irons in the Fire on Amazon? 
 
    The sequel to Irons in the Fire is available for pre-order right now. Sherman Iron will be back, and so will Jaden Waverly, Ram Castro, and a whole new group of citizens of Hunter, Montana. If you’d like to know when it’s released, please sign up for my email list at www.bowengreenwood.com. If you do, you get a free e-book! 
 
    To keep up with the Sherman Iron mysteries and my other books, you can: Follow me on BookBub. Follow me on Facebook. Follow me on Twitter. Follow me on Instagram. 
 
    One more time, thank you for reading.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Get my political thriller Life of Secrets FREE 
 
    When you sign up for my email list. 
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